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PREFACE

In a letter to Harriet Monroe of Poetry in 1922,
Wallace Stevens said, "For a poet to have even a second
hand contact with China is a great matter"

(LWS, p. 229).

When he made this statement, Stevens had just come to an
agreement with Knopf to publish his first book of poetry,
Harmonium, in the fall of 1923. Moreover, he was also at
that moment revising "From the Journal of Crispin," which
was later to become "The Comedian as the Letter C," his
manifesto of modern imagination and of his theory of
poetry. With these two achievements, Stevens had come of
age as a poet. The fact that Stevens made the statement at
this particular moment indicates that, for Stevens, the
making of himself as a poet is in part related to his
contact with China.
Reading through Stevens' letters, journals, poems, and
essays, we do find quite a number of direct references to
China and realize that his wide interest in China,
especially in Chinese landscape painting, poetry, and
philosophy, initiated at Harvard in his college days, has
persisted throughout his life. Many critics have noted the
impact of this China connection on Stevens' poetry, but the
majority of critical studies on this subject have been
limited to the so-called Oriental canon of his early work
and to those more obvious details of Oriental objects,
viii
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figures, and poetic form in his writings.

Though some

critics have suggested in passing that a long-time effect
of the early Chinese contact on Stevens' career as a poet
might be possible and that the Chinese influence may have
taken the form of taste, thought, and spirit rather than
the form of exotic objects, figures, and formal structure,
no study has yet been actually done with respect to these
suggestions. So it is the point of departure for my present
study that the study of Stevens’ relationship with things
Chinese must extend itself to his later work as well and to
his aesthetic taste, philosophical ideas, and poetic
spirit, which, I believe, have strong affinities with those
of the Chinese.
With regard to the possible influence of Chinese
philosophy and aesthetic principle on Stevens, critic Joan
Richardson suggests that it is "the literature of Zen
Buddhism that most enticed Stevens" and that "there is much
work to be done" in this area (p. 24). Since the core of
Zen Buddhism, as Dr. Suzuki states, is the Daoist (Taoist)
philosophy, I think that what "most enticed Stevens" is the
spirit and philosophy of Daoism (Taoism) in Zen literature.
Thus, the study of Stevens' connection with Chinese thought
and aesthetics is fundamentally a study of Stevens'
relationship with Chinese Daoism.
Biographical evidence shows that Stevens did read
Legge's The Texts of Taoism and Okakura's Ideals of the
East, in which Daoism is represented in relation to
ix
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Chinese art. In addition, like Witter Bynner, a close
friend of Stevens' at Harvard, who learned the spirit of
Daoism largely through his reading of Tang poetry and was
later able to translate Dao De Jing himself with little
knowledge of the Chinese language, Stevens may also have
obtained his knowledge and understanding of Daoism through
his close contact with Chinese landscape painting and Tang
poetry, which were both much the products of the Daoist
influence. Though there is no direct reference to Dao in
Stevens' writings, central philosophical concepts of Daoism
are to a considerable degree embedded in them. The import
of Chinese art and philosophy simply goes beyond mere
allusions. I believe that an understanding of Daoism
enhances our understanding of Stevens' poetry. So it will
be my objective in this dissertation to pursue a
comparative study of Stevens and Daoism.
A complete account of Daoism is beyond my immediate
purpose in this study. So I will limit my discussion of the
Daoist philosophers to the precise points of analogy that
are most useful in clarifying Stevens' practices. At these
points, I will include quotations from the two major Daoist
classics Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching) and Zhuang Zi
(Chuangtze) to demonstrate the authenticity and accuracy of
this discussion.
Regarding the references to Chinese materials, a note
on the spellings of Chinese names seems in order here.
There are three systems of spelling Chinese words in
x
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English: Pinyin, Wade-Giles, and Yale. The latter two
systems may be more familiar to most English speakers, but
they are less accurate than Pinyin, meaning "phonetic
transcription," which has been the officially endorsed
system in China since 1959; and the Western media are
increasingly adopting Pinyin. So throughout the
dissertation, I will use Pinyin to spell Chinese names in
my text and will include their Wade-Giles equivalents in
parentheses where they first appear. For the Chinese names
in the quotations, 1 will keep the original forms of
spelling intact, but will provide their Pinyin equivalents
in brackets where they first occur.
A synoptic review of the ensuing chapters may also be
helpful. The dissertation consists of eight chapters.
Chapter 1 traces the history of Stevens' contact with
things Chinese and shows that Stevens' interest in China
persisted throughout his life and was largely focused on
Chinese art and philosophy. Chapter 2 surveys the critical
history of Stevens' relationship with China and discovers a
trend of moving from the early focus on the obvious
references to Chinese objects, figures, and poetic forms
in his early poetry to a later emphasis on the similarity
in philosophical thought and aesthetic principle as
represented in studies on Stevens and Zen Buddhism.
Chapter 3 examines the kinship between Zen Buddhism and
Daoism and concludes that since Zen has its philosophical
and aesthetic roots in Daoism, the study of Stevens'
xi
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relationship with China in philosophy and aesthetics is
fundamentally a study of Stevens and Daoism. This
conclusion is the point of departure for my present study.
In the next five chapters, the focus is on the
discussion of Stevens' poetry in terms of Daoism. Each of
these chapters deals with one particular aspect of Dao as
embedded in Stevens' writings. Chapter 4 considers the
similarity in Stevens' and the Daoist view of reality,
which sees the cosmos, far from being created by a god and
recreated by man through his senses and intellect, as a
self-created, self-contained, and self-operated,
independent organism. This holistic view of the cosmos
leads both the Daoist and Stevens to believing in the
fundamentally fictional nature of human descriptions of
reality

This view of the relationship between man and

reality influences Stevens' theory of "supreme fiction,"
his aesthetic principle of suggestion, and his theory of
metaphor— "resemblance." Chapter 5 examines Stevens'
conception of the hero and heroism, which resembles that in
Daoism in its emphasis on the hero's ability to forget
self, to eliminate dualism, and to merge the self into the
whole of nature. Chapter 6 considers Stevens' idea of the
process of the creative imagination from the perspective of
Wu Wei (the Daoist principle of inaction). Through an
examination of such images as the jar, the mirror (or
glass), and the wanderer, this chapter tries to show that
for Stevens as well as for the Daoist, the imagination
xii
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creates by discovery, association, and unconscious effort.
Chapter 7 focuses on an explication of "Thirteen Ways
of Looking at a Blackbird," using the Daoist Yin and Yang
theory (the unity of opposites). The thirteen ways of
looking at a blackbird suggest thirteen examples of looking
at the unity of opposites. Finally, Chapter 8 examines
Stevens' concept of change, which rejects the idea of
change as the linear endless progression as implied in the
Heraclitean river and which,

like the concept of change in

Daoism, regards change as a constant shuttle between two
opposites and hence as a circular movement. This view of
change leads to the Daoist wisdom of acting by the opposite
way in order to achieve the original goal. Crispin's
experience in "The Comedian" is used as a fine
illustration.
The choice of these particular aspects of Dao for
discussion is based on the three basic meanings of Dao.
First, "Dao" is reality, the universal being which is
beyond human perception and conception. Second, "Dao" is
the way of reality, which consists of the principle of the
unity of opposites and the principle of change. Third,
"Dao" is the way of man, which is modeled on the way of
reality. Chapter 4 deals with the first and the most
important meaning of Dao; Chapters 5 and 6 examine the
third meaning of Dao; and the last two chapters consider
the second meaning of Dao. There is no inherent unity
between these chapters since they are intended to be more
xiii
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or less independent essays. But putting the discussion of
the third meaning of Dao, the way of man, in between those
of the first and the second expresses my intention to
stress the idea that the understanding of Dao as the
ultimate reality and as the way of the universe depends on
the enlightenment of the man. To understand "not-me," one
must first understand "me." In understanding "me," one
discovers "not-me." As Stevens says, "One Must Sit Still to
Discover the World"

(OP, p- xxxi).

In short, my thesis is that Stevens' poetry can be
profitably explained through comparisons with the Daoist
concepts of Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi and, through this study, I
should like to demonstrate that Stevens is a Daoist in his
way of thinking, in his aesthetic taste, and in his
philosophy of man and nature and their relationship.

xiv
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation studies Wallace Stevens' poetry from
the perspective of Daoism (Taoism). It consists of eight
chapters. After brief surveys of Stevens' own references to
and contact with China in Chapter 1 and of the critical
history of this subject in Chapter 2 and a brief
introduction of Daoism in Chapter 3, the dissertation
concentrates on the discussion of Stevens' poetry in terms
of Daoism in the remaining five chapters. Each of these
chapters deals with one particular aspect of Dao as
embedded in Stevens' writings. Chapter 4 considers the
similarity in Stevens' and the Daoist view of reality,
which sees the cosmos, far from being created by a god and
recreated by man through his senses and intellect, as a
self-created, self-contained, and self-operated,
independent organism. This view of the relationship
between man and reality influences Stevens' theory of
"supreme fiction," his idea of the nature of language, his
aesthetic principle of suggestion, and his theory of
metaphor— "resemblance." Chapter 5 examines Stevens'
conception of hero and heroism, which resembles that in
Daoism in its emphasis on the hero's ability to forget
self, to eliminate dualism, and to merge the self into the
whole of nature. Chapter 6 considers Stevens' idea of the
creative imagination from the perspective of Wu Wei (the
xv
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Daoist principle of inaction). It particularly examines the
symbolic functions of such images as the jar, the mirror
(or glass), and the wanderer in Stevens' poems. Chapter 7
focuses on an explication of "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a
Blackbird," using the Daoist Yin and Yang theory (the unity
of opposites). Finally, Chapter 8 examines Stevens' concept
of change, which, like the concept of change in Daoism,
regards change as a constant shuttle between two opposites
and hence as a circular movement. Crispin's experience in
"The Comedian" is used as an illustration.
The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that
Stevens is a Daoist in his way of thinking, in his
aesthetic taste, and in his philosophy of man and nature
and their relationship.

xvi
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Chapter 1

Stevens and China

Wallace Stevens' interest in China began during his
years at Harvard from 1897 to 1900. As Robert Buttel
points out in Wallace Stevens: The Making of Harmonium, at
the turn of the century "Stevens' imagination had been
captivated by Oriental art--and by Oriental literature as
well"

(p. 64). There was then a wave of renewed Western

enthusiasm for Oriental thought and art. In America, the
current interest was spurred by Ernest Fenollosa's
collection of Chinese and Japanese art in the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts and his series of lectures on the collection
and on Chinese and Japanese art in general.'*' Such an
interest was one of the major topics in the conversations
among the students and instructors alike on campus. Joan
Richardson asserts that Stevens undoubtedly had "commented
on pieces Fenollosa [had] gathered for the Oriental
Collection at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts" with Arthur
Pope, a student in fine arts who lived with Stevens in the
same rooming house at 54 Garden Street, Cambridge, and who
later became chairman of the art department at Harvard
(p. 62). "This interest also provided subjects for
conversation with Witter Bynner and Arthur Davison Ficke,
who were also at Harvard at the time and both deeply
immersed in discovering as much as they could about the art
and literature of China and Japan"

(p. 62). Both Bynner

1
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2
and Ficke were Stevens' close friends and admirers. The
interest in China initiated at Harvard later led Bynner to
two trips to China and to two translations of Chinese
classic poetry and philosophy— The Jade Mountain in 1929
2
and The Way of Life in 1944.
So it is through Fenollosa's work that Stevens was
introduced to Oriental art. But Stevens' interest in China
during this period does not seem to have been limited to
the area of art or aesthetics; he had also read extensively
about Oriental religion and philosophy. The major source of
this reading was from Max Muller's work The Sacred Books
of the East. In retrospect, Stevens praised Muller by
considering him as the foremost Orientalist of the time. He
wrote to Leonard C. Van Geyzel, "When I was young and
reading right and left, Max Muller was the conspicuous
Orientalist of the day, and, as you must know his things, I
think you will agree that Oriental poetry was at a great
disadvantage"

(LWS, p. 381). Here Stevens appeared to know

Muller's work well enough to complain that the fact that
poetics had occupied scholars in the East was overshadowed
by the hieratic and religious significance of Muller's work
(p. 380).
Samuel French Morse, Stevens' first biographer, also
observed this contact of Stevens' with Chinese religion and
philosophy. He noted, "He [Stevens] took notes on whatever
interested him: Proverbes Chinois, collected and translated
into French by Paul Perny;

.. . The Chinese Classics, by
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3
James Legge"

(p. 69). The Chinese classics referred to are

The Texts of Confucian Classics and The Texts of Taoism
which James Legge undertook himself to translate for
Muller's work The Sacred Books of the East. The fact that
Stevens took notes when he read these Chinese materials
indicates that Stevens' interest in China was serious and
his knowledge of Chinese thought and philosophy was more
than superficial.
Such an interest in Chinese art and philosophy,
initiated at Harvard, was continued throughout his life.
In his journal of April 1906, we find the following notes
referring to Chinese morals: "Russell Loines has been
recommending G. Lowes Dickinson to me. A fine measured
style. The 'Letters from John Chinaman'...

[is an essay]

particularly respecting Christianity, Chinese morals and
European economics...."

(SP, p. 163). G. Lowes Dickinson is

the author of "Letters from John Chinaman," which was later
published as a book by J. M. Dent in London in 1907.^
Written from the point of view of a fictionalized Oriental
"Everyman," the Letters, by contrasting the Confucian ideal
which stresses the relation of man to his world and the
Western ideal which stresses the projected relation of man
to a world hereafter, advocates the superiority of the
Confucian ideal. One of the consequences of this difference
was that Christianity had much less influence on society.
Stevens was impressed by this difference as he quoted the
whole passage concerning the difference from the Letters

iced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

4
into his journal: "iWhether your religion be better than
ours, I do not at present dispute; but it is certain that
it has less influence on your society'" (p. 163). One of the
reasons for the Chinese alternative of thought to have
attracted Stevens and other Westerners at the turn of the
century is that it is not based on the idea of a God, and
the twentieth century Western world began with the death of
4
God and the search for a substitute, As Stevens said,
"To see the gods dispelled in mid-air and dissolve like
clouds is one of the great human experiences"

(OP, p. 206),

and the modern poet "lives in the world of Darwin"

(OP,

p. 2 46) . But for Stevens, the death of God does not
necessitate an annihilation of belief or faith: "If one no
longer believes in God (as truth), it is not possible
merely to disbelieve; it becomes necessary to believe in
something else" (LWS, p. 370). To many people, including
Stevens at the time, the Chinese, or the East, was the
alternative.^ As Richardson has observed, the Chinese
alternative view of man's relation to the world here and
now has influenced Stevens' world-view and definition of
.
6
poetry.
In the same journal entry, there is also a brief
comment on Chinese pictures: "The friendly Chinese pictures
are interesting: ±For many miles along the valley, one
after the other, they (the houses)

lift their blue- or red-

tiled roofs out of a sea of green; while here and there
glitters out over a clump of trees the gold enamel of some

luced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

5
tall pagoda'"

(SP, p. 163). His basic attitude toward

Chinese art is apparent in such adjectives as "friendly"
and "interesting." Though Stevens does not explain why they
are "friendly" and "interesting," the implication seems tor
relate these qualities to the effect of colors playing on
the viewers. Stevens has been highly regarded by critics as
a master of manipulating color imagery in poetry.7 This
achievement is due in part to the influence of these
Chinese pictures. For example, the poem "Disillusionment of
Ten O'clock" realizes its visual effect through the same
combination of the colors of blue, red, green, and yellow
as in these Chinese pictures.
Fragments of letters Stevens wrote to Elsie Moll (his
fiancee then) in 1908, preserved chronologically in
"Elsie's Book," contain two brief references to China (WAS,
1772 folder). One is a recommendation that she read Charles
Lamb's essay called "Old China." The other reference is to
the Yang Zi River, the longest river in China: "I would
rather sit here, with this button, these letters and the
thoughts of you, than dine at all the queer places between
the Hudson and the Yang-Shi-Kiang [the Yang Zi River]"
(Richardson, p. 286).
The second surge of Stevens' interest in China came
about three years later in 1909 when we find most of
Stevens' direct references to things Chinese. In February,
Stevens quoted a passage from Kong Zi (Confucius) in a
letter to Elsie: ""The distant sounds of music that catch
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6
new sweetness as they vibrate through the long drawn valley
are not more pleasing to the ear than the tidings of a far
distant friend.'— So said the Chinese philosopher"

(LWS, p.

O

132).

The interest Stevens took in the study of China is

also evident in another letter to Elsie dated March 21:
"Only the blue of the March sky had brought him "back to
earth' from sojourns "in the sixteenth century, in China
and in Spain'" (WAS, 1832 folder). As he reconfirmed two
days later, he was then "a student of Chinese antiquities"
(Richardson, p. 334).
The spring of 1909 saw Stevens as a devoted student of
China. He wrote to his fiancee:
Shall I send a picture or two to make a private
exhibition for you? Well, here they are, and all
from the Chinese, painted centuries ago: pale
orange, green and crimson, and white, and gold,
and brown ... I do not know if you feel as I do
about a place so remote and unknown as China— the
irreality of it. So much so, that the little
realities of it seem wonderful and beyond belief-I have just been reading about the Chinese
feeling about landscape. (LWS, p. 137)
Remote and unreal as it was, China surely caught Stevens'
imagination. The reading about the Chinese feeling for
landscape indicated in this letter refers to the article
"The Noble Features of the Forest and the Stream" by Guo
Xi (Kuo Hsi), a famous landscape painter in Northern Sung
China (ca. 1020-1090).

9

Stevens had clipped the article,

together with an editorial comment, from the newspaper that
day or the day before and saved them (WAS, 1926 folder).
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7
One of the subjects represented in the article is Guo's
idea of the origin and function of landscape painting. The
editorial comment, which Stevens had saved, says:
[The article] expressed once for all the guiding
sentiment of Chinese landscape painting. He [Guo
Xi] takes it as axiomatic that all gently
disposed people would prefer to lead a solitary
and contemplative life in communion with nature,
but sees, too, that the public weal does not
permit such an indulgence. (WAS, 1926 folder)
This view of the function of art was especially attractive
to Stevens because he was caught in a situation similar
to that of those "gently disposed people" in China. Stevens
repeatedly expressed his preference for a solitary life in
nature. He cried, "I long for solitude"

(LWS, p. 80). He

found his desired solitude in nature: "The solitude I
desired came on the roof at sunset to-night"

(p. 171). But

at the same time he also found that in the social world in
which he actually lived, this desire was often overwhelmed
by his business life and other social cares. Guo Xi's
article seems to have provided Stevens an ideal solution.
As those gently disposed Chinese turned to landscape
painting for solace, Stevens turned to poetry, "painting
pictures in words"

(p. 14). This Chinese view of the

function of landscape painting influenced Stevens' view of
the function of poetry. Stevens repeatedly said that poetry
should help people live their lives (NA, p. 36). ^

As Guo

states in his article that painting is a substitute private
life, poetry, for Stevens, is also a substitute
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8
contemplation of communion with nature.
In the same letter, Stevens included a list of Chinese
landscape themes to Elsie:
The Evening Bell from a Distant Temple
Sunset Glow over a Fishing Village
Fine Weather after Storm at a Lonely Mountain Town
Homeward-bound Boats off a Distant Shore
The Autumn Moon over Lake Tung-t'ing
Wild Geese on a Sandy Plain^
Night Rain in Hsiao-Hsiang.
About this list, Stevens immediately commented,

"This [the

first theme in the list] is one of the most curious things
I ever saw, because it is so comprehensive. Any twilight
picture is included under the first title, for example. "It
is just that silent hour when travellers say to themselves,
"The day is done,' and to their ears comes from the
distance the expected sound of the evening bell'"

(LWS,

p. 138). The key word here is "comprehensive." Although
Stevens did not explicitly state what he meant by
"comprehensive," judging from the context, we may infer
that, by "comprehensive" Stevens meant that in these Chinese
landscape paintings the physical reality of nature was
imbued with human feelings and emotions. The pictures are
comprehensive in the sense that they not only present the
details of the external world of nature but also contain
the reality of the inner world of human beings at the same
time. 12 In other words, the attraction of these pictures
lies in their power of suggestion or connotation.
The impact of these pictures on Stevens can be seen
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through the recurring images of boat, weather, sunset,
autumn moon, wild geese, night rain, and bell in Stevens’
poetry. Some of the titles of Stevens' poems also suggest
the influence of these Chinese landscape themes. For
example, "Hartford in Purple Light" bears a similarity to
"Sunset Glow over a Fishing Village"; "Looking Across the
Fields and Watching the Birds Fly" is like "Wild Geese on a
Sandy Plain."
In this same letter, Stevens also included a little
poem by Wang Anshi (Wang An Shih), a Chinese poet and
statesman in the eleventh century:
It is midnight; all is silent in the house;
The water-clock has stopped.
But I am unable to
Sleep because of the beauty of the trembling
Shapes of the spring-flowers,
Thrown by the moon upon the blind.
Stevens further commented, "I don’t know of anything more
beautiful than that anywhere, or more Chinese"

(p. 138).

Again, Stevens did not (or could not) explain why it was
"beautiful." It is because just as the persona in the poem
was unable to sleep, Stevens was unable to speak because
the music inside the poem should be not heard but felt. It
is exactly like the experience Stevens expressed in the
poem "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction": "Music falls on the
silence like a sense, / A passion that we feel, not
understand"

(Palm, p. 218). So the poem is beautiful

because it touches not just the reader's eye and ear but
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also his/her heart and mind. And this aesthetic quality in
poetry aiming at a subtle influence on the reader's
feelings, emotions, and mind is attributed to the Chinese
by Stevens. ^

To show his appreciation for Wang's poem,

Stevens saluted Wang Anshi, "Master Green-Cap bows to Wang
An Shih"

(LWS, p. 138). "Master Green-Cap" may be a joke

Stevens plays upon himself. "Cap" may refer to the cap a
graduate wears; the color "green" indicates "new," "greenhand," "immature," or "beginner." The humor comes from the
incongruity between "master" and "green-cap." The joke is
that one who calls himself "master" realizes just in time
that he is still a green-hand in the trade of poetry.
Wang's poem reminds the reader of Chaucer's famous
lines in "The General Prologue" of The Canterbury Tales:
"And smale fowles maken melodye / That sleepen al the night
with open ye—

/ So pricketh hem Nature in hir corages."

These lines portray a similar situation with similar
feelings and mood, but the cause of such delicate feelings
is directly heard from the poem itself— nature stirs the
heart of the birds. Yet in Wang Anshi's poem, this kind of
explanation is not stated but is strongly felt through the
object--"the beauty of the trembling / Shapes of the
spring-flowers, / Thrown by the moon upon the blind." In
other words, the idea and the mood are fused into the thing
itself. If Chaucer had omitted the line "So pricketh hem
Nature in hir corages," he would have produced an effect
similar to what is in Wang's poem: the feeling could be
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felt just through the first two lines. But he did not. It
is this quality of suggestiveness ("comprehensiveness” for
Stevens), of merging feelings and ideas in the landscape,
or in the natural object in general, that constitutes the
charm and uniqueness of Chinese poetry and painting, or
Chinese thought, and distinguishes Chinese tradition in art
and philosophy from that of the West.

14

And it is this

difference that had attracted Stevens.
In this letter, Stevens also mentioned his plan to
study more about China. He told his fiancee: ”1 am going to
poke around more or less in the dust of Asia for a week or
two and have no idea what I shall disturb and bring to
light.— Curious thing, how little we know about Asia, and
all that. It makes me wild to learn it all in a night"
(p. 138). He did devote himself wholeheartedly to the study
of China during those days. In a letter to Elsie on May 9,
1909, Stevens told her what he had written in his journal
in the first half year. Included in the "scraps of paper
covered with scribbling" are "Chinese antiquities"
(P- 143).
This study resulted in a series of notes Stevens took
while reading. There are more references to China in these
notes which Stevens recorded in the May 14, 1909, journal.
More than half of this entry bears witness to Stevens'
serious study of China in almost every aspect during this
period. Here is the full quotation of his references to
China, as they appear in the journal:
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Landscape-gardening— another art of Chinese
origin aimed at a definite influence on the
beholder's mind.
Arab chivalry, Persian poetry, Chinese ethics,
Indian thought
the glory of the Tang emperors or the refinement
of Sung society
"It is easier to illustrate the verse, "The hand
sweeps the five strings of the lute,' than the
other verse, 'The eyes follow the flight of the
wild goose.'"
From Somebody or Other--"It is in landscape and
the themes allied to landscape, that the art of
the East is superior to our own--the art of the
West excels in the human drama
The Four Accomplishments
Writing Poetry
Playing Music
Drinking Tea
Playing Checkers
Chinese landscape—
flight of wild geese in Autumn
willow in Spring
Chinese saying of poetry-The sound stops short. The sense runs on.
(SP, p. 221)
Before I proceed to provide more evidence of Stevens'
contact with China, I would like to discuss this journal
entry in some detail, since, while they are only cryptic
jottings, properly understood, they reveal quite a bit
about Stevens' mind at the time with regard to things
Chinese. First, these notes indicate Stevens' wide range
of interest in China. He was not concerned only with
Chinese art and poetry, but also with Chinese history and
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the lives of ancient Chinese poets. The evaluation on
Chinese history— "The glory of the Tang Emperor or the
refinement of Sung Society"— is a quotation Stevens took
from Okakura's Ideals of the East (Okakura Ideals, p. 5).
The reason that these two periods of Chinese history had a
special interest for Stevens is that the Tang Dynasty is
associated with the highest achievement of Chinese poetry
while the Sung Dynasty is associated with the highest
achxevement of Chinese painting.

15

Stevens' interest in things Chinese even extends to
the lives of Chinese intellectuals, who were always
poets in ancient China.^ The note of "The Four
Accomplishments— Writing poetry, / Playing music, /
Drinking tea, / Playing checkers" is such a reference.
Though Stevens did not specifically indicate that this note
referred to China, the allusion is readily understood by
anyone who is familiar with the life of ancient Chinese
poets.^
This lifestyle almost has become Stevens' own.
Writing poetry had been Stevens' life-long interest, and
there is no doubt now about Stevens' accomplishment in
poetry. Harold Bloom even ranks Stevens above Frost, Eliot,
and Williams.

18

As for "playing music," there is one reference which
indicates that Stevens played guitar (LWS, p. 110) . Though
we do not know how often and how well Stevens played the
instrument, we do know that he had great interest in music.
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As Holly Stevens relates, her father spent most of his
spare time in reading, which was broken only by musical
interludes of listening either to recordings or to the New
York Philharmonic on weekend radio programs

(SP, pp. 4, 8).

His passion for music is also reflected in his poetry. Just
a list of some poems which deal with music will show such
an interest: "Peter Quince at the Clavier," "A High-toned
Old Christian Woman," "Hymn from a Watermelon Pavilion,"
"To the One of the Fictive Music," "Autumn Refrain," "The
Idea of Order at Key West," "Mozart, 1935," "Sad Strains of
a Gay Waltz," "The Man with the Blue Guitar," "Of Modern
Poetry," "Asides on the Oboe," "Late Hymn from the MyrrhMountain," and the like.
Stevens' strong attachment to tea may be illustrated
by a letter to James A. Powers, in which Stevens said
humorously, "I shall receive from Mr. Qwock [a Chinese
friend of Stevens', the background of whose contact with
Stevens is unknown except for three references to him in
Stevens' letters

19

] enough tea to wreck my last kidney"

(LWS, p. 301). Of course this can only be regarded as a
joke. But the exaggeration of being willing even to trade
his health for tea, nevertheless, indicates his strong
attachment to tea. He seemed to associate tea particularly
with China. He wrote to Harriet Monroe, "Last autumn, when
I heard that you were in Peking I wrote to Mr. Zabel ... to
ask him your address, because, of course, the mere idea of
your being in Peking, instead of suggesting temple roofs,
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suggested tea and other things" (p. 277). In this passage,
tea becomes the most attractive thing from China for
Stevens.
He liked tea for two major reasons. One is the
aesthetic value in tea drinking, and the other is its
intellectual association with China. In The Book of Tea,
Okakura explains that tea drinking in China and Japan is
aimed at cultivating the aesthetic of teaism, which is
defined as "the art of concealing beauty that you may
discover it, of suggesting what you dare not reveal"
(p. l).

20

in other words, the experience of tea drinking

helps nurture the aesthetic sense of subtlety, suggestion,
and concealment. This aesthetic taste is attractive to
Stevens, as we will see in the fourth chapter of this
study.
The second major reason has to do with a lifestyle.
Stevens knew the association of tea with ancient Chinese
intellectuals. Stevens told Powers, "I asked him [Mr.
Qwock] to send me the sort of things that the learned
Chinese drink with that sort of tea"

(LWS, p. 301). "The

sort of tea" was later identified as "Chrysanthemum Tea"
(p. 303). Probably, Stevens wanted to taste what the
learned Chinese drank with that sort of tea so that he
might play a Chinese poet for a moment. The wish expressed
in this passage suggests Stevens' closeness to ancient
Chinese poets in character and temperament. Later,
"chrysanthemum" entered Stevens' poetry. 21 The word

jced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

16

"jasmine," used in "Asides on the Oboe," may also come
from Stevens1experience with the jasmine tea he bought from
China (p. 229).22
Besides writing poetry, playing music, drinking tea,
ancient Chinese poets also enjoyed playing checkers. There
is one reference to playing checkers in Stevens' letters.
In a letter to Hi Simon, Stevens wrote, "But if one
happened to be playing checkers somewhere under the Maginot
Line, subject to a call at any moment to do some job that
might be one's last job, one would spend a good deal of
time thinking in order to make the situation seem
reasonable, inevitable and free from question"

(p. 346).

Apparently, Stevens associated checkers-playing with a man
thinking. One spending a good deal of time thinking later
becomes Stevens' philosopher-poet, the metaphysician who
twangs the guitar in the poem "Of Modern Poetry." Checker
playing nourishes a never-resting mind, a quality Stevens
would not trade for anything else. But the origin of the
checker player is to be found in the image of the ancient
Chinese poet.
As noted earlier, Stevens spent most of his spare time
on reading. This intellectual hobby also has part of its
root in Stevens' admiration for ancient Chinese
intellectuals' dedication to reading. As he told William
Carlos Williams six years later, "I do manage to run
through a book now and then for, as the Chinese say, two or
three days without study and life loses its savor" (p. 245).

jced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

17
Just as he relates poetic activity to helping people live
their lives, so here he relates reading to the interest of
lif e .
These facts suggest that there exists an affinity of
personal character between Stevens and ancient Chinese
poets.
The rest of his May 14, 1909, notes all refer to
Chinese aesthetics. The comment that "Landscape-Gardening—
[is] another art of Chinese origin aimed at a definite
influence on the beholder's mind" is a fine footnote to the
term "comprehensive" with which Stevens defined the
aesthetic quality of Chinese landscape painting when he
talked about the seven traditional subjects of Chinese
painting, it is "comprehensive," because it arrests both
the eye and the mind of the beholder through its power of
evocation and its psychological effect. Stevens found the
same aesthetics working in Chinese poetry as well. The
Chinese saying of poetry— "The sound stops short. The sense
runs on"— speaks of the same aesthetics. A good poem does
not realize itself in the words; it realizes itself
instead in the mind of the reader, in the process of the
reader feeling the poem. This aesthetics traces its root to
Daoism (Taoism). In the very beginning of Dao De Jing (Tao
Te C h m g ) , Lao Zi says, "The dao which can be talked about
is not the absolute Dao" (Ch. 1).

73

The word "Dao" here

may be interpreted as "reality." Since reality is beyond
the power of words, the highest expression of reality
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should be suggested. The words are employed to point to the
unspeakable rather than the speakable. So Stevens seemed to
know Chinese art and poetry inside out— not just the form
and content, but also the aesthetic theory behind them.
This understanding of Chinese aesthetics explains why
Stevens seemed to appreciate most the following two
landscapes since he had singled them out in his
journal— "flight of wild geese in Autumn" and "willow in
Spring." These two themes seem to best illustrate the
working of the above mentioned aesthetic of suggestion or
evocation. When the flying wild geese in autumn and the
swaying willow in spring are caught in the eye, they change
to a strong wave of feelings, emotions, and thought
because of their suggestion of change. This aesthetics is
demonstrated in two poems in "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a
Blackbird":
III
The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds.
It was a small part of the pantomime.
IX
When the blackbird flew out of sight,
It marked the edge
Of one of many circles.
The influence of these two landscape themes— "flight of
wild geese in Autumn" and "willow in Spring"— on Stevens
can also be seen in the following statement Stevens made
forty-four years later: "My two seasons were always spring
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and autumn"

(LWS, p. 798).

The two verses--"The hand sweeps the five strings of
the lute" and "The eyes follow the flight of the wild
goose"— which Stevens recorded in the same journal are from
a poem by a famous Chinese poet and musician Ji Kang (A.D.
223-263). The whole poem goes like this:
The eyes follow the flight of the wild geese;
The hand sweeps the five strings of the lute.
Sitting back, I enjoy myself to my heart,
Which r o a m ^ a t ease with the rhythms of
nature.
This poem expresses the poet's close relation with nature,
a total abandonment of self in seeking a complete union
with nature. Such an experience is somewhat mystical and
rather subjective. Stevens well understood the nature of
this spiritual experience as he said that it was difficult
to illustrate the verse "The eyes follow the flight of the
wild geese." This verse is later transformed into the title
of one of his late poems: "Looking Across the Field and
Watching the Birds Fly."
In this journal entry of May 14, 1909, Stevens also
mentioned that " [he had] gone through the books of Laurence
Binyon"

(SP, p. 222). The statement indicates that Stevens

was so interested in Binyon that he would not have missed
any of his writings

("the books"). So it is logical to

speculate that Stevens may have read The Flight of the
Dragon, published two years later in 1911. In this book,
Binyon discussed the unique way of thinking and the
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aesthetics behind Chinese art and also frequently compared
and contrasted the Chinese way of thinking with that of
western tradition. When discussing Chinese landscape
painting, Binyon cited the example of Li Lungmien, a great
Sung master, among others. He said: Li was "wont to go to
the hillsides with a flask of wine and spend the day
pondering the subjects of his brush by the side of running
streams.

And many a picure shows the happy sage lying

among the forest trees, book in hand, while the brook
dances by"

(p. 28).

25

This image of the happy Chinese sage

lying under the trees by the side of the brook is not far
different from the old Chinese in the first section of "Six
Significant Landscapes," which Stevens wrote in 1916:
An old man sits
In the shadow of a pine tree
In China.
He sees larkspur,
Blue and white,
At the edge of the shadow,
Move in the wind.
His beard moves in the wind.
The pine tree moves in the wind.
Thus water flows
Over weeds. (Palm, pp. 15-6)
This image represents Stevens' ideal of a happy life. He
said later, "It [a Korean scroll] represents my ideal of a
happy life: to be able to grow old and fat and lie outdoors
under the trees thinking about people and things and things
and people"

(LWS, p. 865). Obviously, the theme of the

Korean scroll is very similar to the one depicted in the
landscape poem.
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The use of the jar as a figure for art in Stevens'
poetry (as the one used in "Anecdote of the Jar") may also
be a result of Stevens' contact with Chinese objects in
this period. He told his wife on June 17, 1910, that "for
all I know, thinking of a roasted duck, or a Chinese jar,
or a Flemish painting may be quite equal to having one"
(OP, p. 168).
His fascination with things Chinese during this
period can be further demonstrated by another letter
Stevens wrote to his wife on January 2, 1911, about his
visit to the American art galleries in New York, where,
among other things, some Chinese and Japanese jades and
porcelains were on display. Stevens wrote: "The sole object
of interest for me in such things is their beauty.
Cucumber-green, camellia-leaf-green, apple-green etc.
moonlight blue etc. ox-blood, chicken-blood, cherry,
peach-blue etc. etc. OhI and mirror-black: that is so
black and with such a glaze that you can see yourself in
it" (p. 169). This fascination with blackness reminds us of
the famous poem "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,"
in which blackness is indeed used, as Stevens explained
later, as a reflection of our human "sensations" (p. 251).
Chinese antiquities still interested Stevens in this
period. When he wrote to his wife, telling her about his
life in New York, he said, "I always have the wise sayings
of [Ming?] Tzu [Meng Zi or Mencius] and K'ung Fu-Tzu [Kong
Fuzi or Confucius] to think of"

(p. 171).

2 6

Although
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Stevens here questions the pronunciation of the name of a
Confucian master "Meng Zi," the word "always" indicates how
deeply the thought of the ancient Chinese philosophers had
taken root in Stevens' life.
Stevens also showed interest in Chinese plants. On
July 25, 1915, he visited the Bronx Botanical Garden, where
he "spent several hours in studying the most charming
things"

(p. 184). He told his wife: "I was able to impress on

myself that larkspur comes from China. Was there ever
anything more Chinese when you stop to think of it? ...
There were bell-flowers from China too, incredibly Chinese.
One or two things were absolutely new to me. One was a
Chinese lantern plant"

(p. 184). Here again things of

Chinese origin were objects of beauty to Stevens.
"Larkspur" later appeared in the first poem of "Six
Significant Landscapes."
The direct influence of the contact with things
Chinese in the first decade of the twentieth century is to
be found in the poem "Chinese Rocket" in 1914, the poem
"Six Significant Landscapes," the poem "Bowl," and the play
"Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise"— all of which were
published in 1916. In "Bowl," Stevens wrote:
For what emperor
Was this bowl of Earth designed?
Here are more things
Than on any bowl of the Sungs,
Even the rarest-- (OP, p. 6)
Here the porcelain bowls of the Sungs (the two Chinese
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dynasties of Northern Sung [960-1126] and Southern Sung
[1127-1279]) take the place of the Grecian urn as the image
of art.

27

As Joan Richardson says, "His [Stevens'] years of

preoccupation with oriental poetry and thought were now
affording him the possibility of articulating an
alternative to the Western myths"

(p. 455).

Another alternative is the Chinese idea of the unity
and the interdependence of the object and the subject
represented in "Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise":
The play is simply intended to demonstrate that
just as objects in nature offset us, as, for
example
Dead trees do not resemble
Beaten drums
So, on the other hand, we affect objects in
nature by projecting our moods, emotions etc.:
An old man from Pekin
Observes sunrise,
Through Pekin, reddening.

(LWS, p. 195)

The years of China contact were now bearing fruit. The play
won a prize for a one-act play in verse from Poetry
magazine, bringing to Stevens the first prize in his long
literary career.
The image of the old Chinese, which first appeared in
"Six Significant Landscapes," was to reappear in 1918 in
the poem "Le Monocle de Mon Oncle" as sitting "titivating"
by the mountain pools (Palm, p. 40).
That Stevens' focus of attention was on the East,
especially on China, in this period is further evidenced by
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a letter he wrote to Harriet Monroe on October 8, 1919. He
asked Monroe if she had seen that month's Little Review
with "the quotation from the Chinese"

(LWS, p. 215) . He was

referring to the article "The Chinese Written Character" by
Ernest Fenollosa and Ezra Pound.

28

In his introductory

words of the article, Pound defines the article not as a
bare philological discussion, but as "a study of the
fundamentals of all aesthetics"

(Fenollosa Character, p.

3). As a poet himself, Stevens might share Pound's view of
the book. What is interesting to Stevens is also the very
ground of aesthetics.

29

In the 20s, Stevens' references to China were mainly
found in his correspondence with Harriet Monroe of Poetry.
Monroe's sister, Lucy Monroe Calhoun, widow of William
Calhoun, who had been U.S. minister to China, was then in
Beijing (Peking). Through Miss Monroe, Stevens had arranged
for her to send various items to him from Beijing, including
jasmine tea. Anything from Beijing seemed pleasant to
Stevens at that time, as he told Monroe on August 24, 1922,
"It is a pleasant surprise to have your card from North
Carolina with its news from Peking"

(LWS, p. 228). The

years of 1922 to 1924 may be defined as a third wave of
Stevens' contact with things Chinese.
On September 23, 1922, Stevens was delighted to
receive a package of jasmine tea from Beijing through Lucy
Monroe. He expressed his excitement about the tea in his
letter to Monroe: "It is a very good smell indeed and I am
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delighted. Nothing could please me more. Do, please, tell
your sister, la belle jasminatrice, how grateful I am. I
look forward to some subsequent marvel; but am patient as
you required me to be. For a poet to have even a second
hand contact with China is a great matter; and a desk that
sees so much trouble is blessed by such reversions to
innocence"

(p. 229). Here Stevens explicitly expressed the

importance of the contact with China for him as a poet.
On October 27, 1922, Stevens received a second
package from Lucy Monroe. This time the package contained
five pieces of Chinese art. "Of these, the chief one is a
carved wooden figure of the most benevolent old god you
ever saw," he told Miss Monroe (p. 231). He continued:
He has a staff in one hand and in the other
carries a lot'us bud. On the back of his head he
has a decoration of some sort with ribbons
running down into his gown. ... But the old man,
Hson-hsing [Shou Xing], has the most amused, the
nicest and kindliest expression: quite a pope
after one's own heart or at least an
invulnerable bishop telling one how fortunate
one is, after all, and not to mind one's bad
poems.... The other things are a small jade
screen, two black crystal lions and a small jade
figure.... I have had considerable experience in
buying things abroad through other people. This,
however, is the first time the things have been
wholly successful; for this group has been
chosen with real feeling for the objects. The
old man is so humane that the study of him is as
good as a jovial psalm, (p. 230)
As a way of saying thanks to Lucy Monroe, Stevens sent her
a copy of Harmonium some time in May 1924 (p. 243).
China seemed to be often on Stevens' mind in those

jeed with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

26

days. In February 1923, he took a trip to Havana, Cuba.
He told his wife: "There are a good many Chinese here. They
sell cakes, fish etc. One came up to me on the street with
a big box swung over his shoulder and said "Hot Peanuts!'
That's the life"

(p. 235). Here Stevens seemed to associate

the Chinese with the practical people who are closer to
the physical reality of life, who are in a sense like the
"roller of big cigars" in "The Emperor of Ice-Cream."
In this period, there are two references to China in
Stevens' poems. One is in "The Comedian as the Letter C,"
where Crispin, the searcher for the truth of poetry, is
described as dressed in the "cloak of China" when he sails
out to sea. In explaining why Crispin wore his motley
costume of "cloak / Of China," Joan Richardson points out
that "he [Stevens] felt particularly close to things
Chinese now— with his many objects and books"

(p. 527).

The other reference is in "Sea Surface Full of Clouds,"
where Stevens says, when "the day / Came, bowing and
voluble, upon the deck, / Good clown.... One thought of
Chinese chocolate / And large umbrellas"

(Palm, p. 92).

Stevens explained that "Chinese chocolate" is used "in a
purely expressive sense and are meant to connote a big
Chinese with a very small cup of chocolate: something
incongruous"

(LWS, p. 389). The Chinese are usually not

considered "big" by Western standards; so why Stevens
thinks they are big is not clear. But the use of the
Chinese here at least indicates that things Chinese were
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frequently in his mind.
For Stevens, such an interest is not just a romantic
passion of a youth in

a

romantic period of time for an

exotic land: it is not a nine-days' wonder. As Holly
Stevens points out, Stevens' interest in the Orient
continued in the 30s: "Stevens' continuing interest in
the Orient led to several new correspondences"

(p. 256).

The major correspondents during this period were Harriet
Monroe and Ronald Lane Latimer. The correspondence with and
about Monroe in this period shows Stevens' continuing
interest in buying more things from China. On October 22,
1934, he wrote to Morton Dauwen Zabel of Poetry: "I wish I
knew Miss Monroe's address in Peking: that is to say, I
wish I knew it, if you thought that she would be interested
in doing a little shopping" (LWS, p. 271). He did get her
address in Beijing from Zabel. But it was too late to write
the letter since Monroe was to return home soon (p. 277).
From his March 13, 1935, letter to Monroe, we know
that Monroe had told Stevens about her adventures in China
and the account had made Stevens more interested in China:
"Now, your letter makes me feel all the more interested"
(p. 278). He also wished that Monroe's sister would help do
some more shopping for him when he could find the money.
Among the items he wished to have were "a pound of Mandarin
Tea, a wooden carving, a piece of porcelain or one piece of
turquoise, one small landscape painting, and so on and so
on"

(p. 278).
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But he did not fulfill his wish because he lacked the
money. He wrote about this, not without disappointment,
though he spoke in a matter of fact way. He told Monroe on
December 4, 1935, "As you know, I had intended to send you
some money for Mrs. Calhoun and, if I had carried out my
plans, I should about now be receiving several crates of
ancient landscapes, rare Chinese illustrated books, Chun
Yao ware, Tang horses, and so on" (p. 299).^° Such a list
indicates Stevens' broad and solid knowledge about Chinese
culture. In the same letter, Stevens also expressed his
pleasure in reading about the exhibition of Chinese art in
London at that time: "The exhibition of Chinese works of
art that has just opened in London must be a marvelous
thing. I get as much satisfaction from reading well-written
descriptions of an exhibition of that sort and of the
objects in it as I do from most poetry"

(p. 299).

31

And Chinese art and poetry still fascinated Stevens
some twenty years after he wrote to his fiancee about
Chinese art and poetry in 1909. As Richard Sunbury (then a
mailboy in Stevens' bond-claims department at Hartford
Accident and Indemnity Company) recalls, on Christmas
of 1933, Stevens called him to his office and showed him a
white leather-bound book; it was Chinese poetry. Stevens
had bought it for two hundred dollars, and he was extremely
delighted with it (Brazeau, p. 37). The book was a
collection of classical Chinese poetry of the Tang Dynasty
translated by Witter Bynner, Stevens’ long time friend at

uced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

29
Harvard, and published in 1929 under the title The Jade
Mountain. This period may be defined as a fourth wave of
Stevens' interest in China. Richardson has noted the impact
of this translation on Stevens, though she does not give
details of the impact. She says, "This edition, with its
introduction by Bynner and his Chinese co-worker, had a
remarkably profound effect on Stevens. But this would not
become fully apparent until nearly the end of his life with
the publication of his Collected Poems" (p. 62). Such a
statement testifies to Stevens' interest in Chinese art and
poetry throughout his whole life.
In a letter written in 1935 to Ronald Lane Latimer,
Stevens frankly admitted such an influence, "Yes, 1 think I
have been influenced by Chinese and Japanese lyrics. But
you ask whether I have ever "tried deliberately to attain
certain qualities.' That is quite possible"

(LWS, p. 291).

We also know that Stevens had "a half dozen volumes of
Chinese and Japanese poetry somewhere in the house"
(p. 291, n9) .
In the 30s, Stevens was also concerned about and showed
sympathy with modern China, which was war-ridden and
poverty-stricken. This concern was evident in the November
21, 1935,

letter to Latimer. He said with deep feelings that

"A man would have to be very thick-skinned not to be
conscious of the pathos of Ethiopia or China,

..." (p. 295).

In the same letter, Stevens also demonstrated his knowledge
of Chinese painting. He said, "One has to have the skill of
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a Chinese painter to write on soft paper" (p. 296).
In December 1935, there were a group of three
correspondences centering on Benjamin Guo (Benjamin Kwok),
a Chinese student at Lingnan University, Canton, China, and
tea. How Stevens came to know Guo is not clear. Stevens had
asked Guo to buy him "some erudite teas" (p. 301). He had got
the teas he wanted and also received Guo's letter to him.
In his reply, Stevens said: "Hearing about Central China
and about Hankow, and now about Macao ... somehow or other
brings me in much closer contact with these places than I
ever have had before. Perhaps you feel the same way about
receiving a letter from Hartford"

(p. 303). His closeness

with Guo can be shown through his imagining of Guo's
activities in the December 27 letter to James Powers:
"During the month of January, Kwok is at 11 Avenido Sidonio
Pais, Macao, China, where, I assume, he is gathering
pickled apricots, candied gold fish and sugared canaries'
knees for me" (p. 303n) . Obviously, Stevens did not really
want "pickled apricots, candied gold fish and sugared
canaries' knees"; he used these objects poetically to
suggest that Guo was gathering more rare objects in China
for him.
There were two references to China found in Stevens'
letters to Henry Church written in the 1940s. One appeared
in the letter of November 20, 1944, in which Stevens
mentioned that he had recently read a little book by
Georges Duthuit called Chinese Mysticism and Modern
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Painting. He seemed to like the book very much because he
liked the author and said, "his [author's] friendliness and
wit are something that one would have to experience"
(p. 478). He recommended the book to Church.
The other appeared in the letter of July 19, 1945.
This is another instance of Stevens' concern for
contemporary war-ridden China. He told Henry Church: "There
was a Chinese there, one of China's delegates to San
Francisco, who quoted from Confucius one of those sayings
that relieve life of all its complexities"

(p. 508). Like

this Chinese delegate, Stevens seemed to be optimistic
about China's future.
There were a few more references to China in his
public lectures during this period. In "Three Academic
Pieces," a paper read at Harvard in 1947, Stevens
illustrates the definition of his theory of resemblance
using Chinese examples. He said,"In Chinese metaphor, there
is a group of subjects to which poets used to address
themselves, just as early Western painters and etchers used
to address themselves to such a subject as the Virgin
crowned by Angels. The variations in these themes were not
imitations, nor identities, but resemblances"

(NA, p. 73).

Stevens does not bother to specify the "group of subjects,"
perhaps taking it for granted that every man of letters
should know them. There are two possibilities concerning
the identities of these subjects. One is that when Stevens
mentioned these subjects he still had in mind those seven
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themes of Chinese landscape which he had listed for Elsie
thirty years earlier. The other is that Stevens also knew
of a group of flowers and plants to which all Chinese
intellectuals would like to address themselves. This group
of subjects are what Chinese poets call the "Four
Gentlemen"— bamboo, chrysanthemum, plum, and orchid. These
flowers and plants are the most favorite subjects for
painters and poets because they represent the fine
characters of an ideal gentleman, which every Chinese
intellectual aspires to become.

32

When commenting on different kinds of imagination in
"Imagination as Value," a lecture presented at the Columbia
English Institute in the fall of 1948, Stevens cited that
of the Chinese, among others, which, according to Stevens,
regards "something round" as an imaginative object
(NA, p. 143).33
The last group of Stevens' references to China appears
in two places: in his public lectures on art and poetry and
in his correspondence with Peter Lee, a Korean student and
poet at Yale in the early 1950s. In "The Relations between
Poetry and Painting," a lecture delivered at the Museum of
Modern Art [New York] in January 1951, Stevens mentioned
"Chinese landscape" as one illustration of his theory that
painting is poetry in paint (NA, p. 159). In another paper,
"Two or Three Ideas," presented at the spring 1951 meeting
of the College English Association, Stevens again used
China as one of his illustrations of the relation between
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the creator and the created: "He knows that the gods of
China are always Chinese and that all gods are created in
the images of their creators"

(OP, p. 211).

When Lee recalled his first meeting with Stevens in
September, 1951, he said that Stevens "had a strong taste
for oriental paintings and old books" (Brazeau, p. 137).
When talking about Korean painting or poetry, Stevens would
always compare it with Chinese painting or poetry. In his
letter to Lee dated Febuary 26, 1952, Stevens told Lee
about his reaction to the scroll Lee had sent him as a
gift: "The scroll made the same impression on me when I
first looked at it that a collection of Chinese poems
makes: an impression of something venerable, true and
quiet. I am happy to have the scroll" (LWS, p. 742). The
comparison implies that Stevens must have read much Chinese
poetry. The word "venerable" is also used by Stevens to
describe the poets and philosophers of the Far East. He
said: "If these venerable men by reducing themselves to
skin and bones and by meditation prolonged year after year,
could perceive final harmony in what all the world would
concede to be final form, they would be supreme in life's
most magnificent adventure"

(OP, p. 231).

3 4
And the

perception of the final harmony of the universe is what
Stevens called "the supreme fiction."
In the above comparison, we see that in Stevens' eyes,
China stood in the center of the East and represented
Eastern culture. This opinion is again shown in his letter
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to Lee dated July 9, 1954. He suggested that the publishers
of Chinese poems in translation would probably be willing
to publish his translation of Korean classic poems. About
those poems, Stevens commented that they were "charming"
(LWS, p. 840). So throughout his life, China had been
charming to him and his attitude toward it had been
consistently positive.
But Stevens did make two negative statements
concerning the Orient, one with disinterest, the other with
detestation. In a letter to Earl" Miner dated November 30,
1950, Stevens said, his having a "half dozen volumes of
Chinese and Japanese poetry somewhere in the house [was]
purely casual"

(LWS, p. 291, n9). The other disclaimer was

made in a letter to Barbara Church in 1953: "I detest
Orientalism"

(p. 797). These disclaimers may very well have

fenced off anyone who was to attempt a comparative study of
Stevens and the East or China. As a result of these
statements, Stevens criticism in this area has been
neglected. But if we study more carefully the context in
which these disclaimers were made and Stevens' general
views about influence, we may be able to clear the way for
future Stevens criticism in this neglected area.
First, we need to define what "Orientalism" is. The
most authoritative study on Orientalism so far has been
done by Edward Said. In his monumental work Orientalism, he
has traced the whole history of Orientalism. According to
him, Orientalism is a Western institutionalized discourse
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about the Orient, "a Western style for dominating,
restructuring, and having authority over the Orient"
(p. 3). Thus, Orientalism is not the Orient in itself, but
an Orient occidentalized by Westerners. Such discourse, is
so authoritative that Said believes that "no one writing,
thinking, or acting on the Orient could do so without
taking account of the limitations on thought and action
imposed by Orientalism"

(p. 3). In other words, "because of

Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject
of thought or action"

(p. 3). If we examine Stevens'

detestation of Orientalism against this definition, this
background of Orientalism, we will understand that what
Stevens actually detests is, then, not the Orient, but the
preconceptions, or distortions rather, of the Orient. Such
an attitude is much in accordance with Stevens' consistent
view of any institutionalized idea or conception. As James
Baird points out, "He (Stevens] held professional
orientalism suspect, quite as he spurned allegiance to any
traditional mode of regarding the world"

(p. 57). Like the

sun which "must bear no name," as Stevens taught the ephebe
in "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction"

(Palm, p. 208), the

Orient must bear no name either. So we can say for sure
that Stevens loved the Orient, but detested only the
stereotyped Orient--Orientalism. So, Stevens was not an
Orientalist, though he was much interested in the Orient
and had learned many things from the Orient. He was a
"student of Chinese antiquities," as he saw himself, not an

jced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

36

imitator of the Chinese.
If we place the negative statement about "Orientalism"
in context, we will see the above argument more clearly.
When Stevens made the statement, he was referring to
paintings by Bezomes. So the "Orientalism" to which Stevens
alluded has a much narrower implication; it refers to
a particular style of painting. In The Visual Arts: A
History, we find the following definition of "Orientalism"
in the arts: "Nineteenth-century Japonisme was completely
different from earlier Orientalisme— seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Chinoiserie, for instance. That had been
essentially an art of fantasy and exoticism, of
sophisticated caprice and elegant mockery. No attempt was
made to understand Chinese art or the principles on which
it was based"

(Honour and Fleming, p. 527). And "Chinoiserie"

is defined as "European imitation of Chinese, or sometimes
non-descript oriental forms and design"

(Read, p. 183). So

Orientalism in arts is part of the larger Orientalism
defined by Said; it is the Oriental art occidentalized.
When Stevens says, "I hate Orientalism," he uses
"Orientalism" in the same sense of occidentalizing Oriental
art. Stevens wrote: "He [Bezomes] is an orientalist and he
has ideas about painting from a universal point of view. By
this I mean that he thinks that a painting should be
neither eastern nor western, but a conglomeration of both,
a kind of syncretism"

(LWS, p. 797). The process of

"conglomeration" is a process of "occidentalizing." So
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Stevens disliked Bezomes because he was an Orientalist who
tried to restructure Oriental art. It is now very obvious
that Stevens did not really hate Oriental painting, or
Oriental art in general, but hated the occidental .ized
Orient.
Now we must return to the other negative statement
about the Eastern influence. How are we going to account
for the obvious contradiction between the statement of 1935
that "I think I have been influenced by Chinese and
Japanese lyrics" and the statement of 1950 that having a
"half dozen volumes of Chinese and Japanese poetry
somewhere in the house tis] purely casual." The
contradictory remarks Stevens made about influence are not
just confined to the Oriental sources. He made similar
statements about Paul Valery. Though many critics have
noticed the traces of Valery in Stevens' poetry, Stevens
himself did not seem to be willing to admit such an
influence. In the same letter in which he admitted Oriental
influence, he contended that he knew very little of Paul
Valery, though he had "a number of his books"

(p. 291).

The contradiction may be partly explained by his view
of tradition or influence and of possible parallelism
in expression. In 1953, Stevens wrote: "While, of course, I
come down from the past, the past is my own and not
something marked Coleridge, Wordsworth, etc. I know of no
one who has been particularly important to me. My realityimagination complex is entirely my own even though I see it
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in others"

(p. 792). For Stevens, the past, or tradition, is

not something dead, something fixed in certain heroes in
the past ages; it is something living, something growing in
the evolution of modern heroes living in the present.
Tradition is a continuation in change. The concept is not
unlike the one T. S. Eliot propounds in his essay
"Tradition and the Individual Talent." Tradition is a
changing system, not a dead body. So the statement that no
one "has been particularly important to me" does not
outrightly reject the idea of influence but admits that the
influences, treated equally, provide potentials of change,
of choice.
The idea which Stevens valued most was that of change.
Stevens said, "I do not mean to say that there is a
straight line between the first poem and the latest last,
or what will be the ultimate last. Still, everyone is busy
insistently adjusting. Possibly the unity between any man's
poems is the unity of his nature" (LWS, p. 294). The unity
of Stevens' nature is change, and as there is no straight
line in his poems, there is naturally no straight line in
his comments about influence. But change, in Stevens, does
not imply the idea of favoring one over another. His idea
of change is embodied in the natural cycle of the seasons.
Winter and summer are contradictions, but they both
necessitate change. The change from summer to winter does
not mean the rejection of summer. The contradictions should
be viewed positively, and they are resolved in the light of
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change as the contradiction of day and night is resolved
in the natural scheme of changing time. So neither the
favorable comments nor the unfavorable ones should be
regarded as absolute.
Another important point in this passage is Stevens'
view of history not as a cause-and-effect procession but as
a parallel progression, a repetition, a circular movement.
One's thought may be entirely one's own though it may have
been thought by others. Thus, the study of Stevens'
philosophical and literary heritage should follow the
method of parallelism rather than of cause and effect.
That is, the rejection of influence does not necessarily
exclude similarities between writers. To paraphrase
Stevens' own words, it will be that what is in me I also
find in others, and what is in others I also find in me.
This very principle of Stevens' regarding the problem of
influence will be my principle in this comparative
study of Stevens and Daoism.
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Critics on Stevens and China

Though there is no thorough study of Chinese influence
on Stevens, many critics have noticed Stevens' relationship
with China and have made some useful comments on it.
The first critic to study Stevens' contact with China
is Albert W. Levi. In an article entitled "A Note on
Wallace Stevens and the Poem of Perspective" published in
Perspective in 1954, Levi suggests the influence of
Chinese landscape painting and poetry on Stevens' poetry.
Levi says, "He [Stevens] has learned from the poets, and
above all, the painters of China the poetic lesson of the
rapt and quintessential landscape"

(p. 142). He further

defines this poetic lesson as the fusion of "the mind and
natural detail"

(p. 142) in the painting, and the fusion of

"the image and idea" in poetry (p. 144).'*' As an
illustration of the influence of Chinese landscape painting
on Stevens, Levi cites the poem "Six Significant
Landscapes." He says: "It is a poem bred out of the Chinese
landscape painting of Wang Wei and Wu Tao Tzu [Wu Daozi].
It is atmospheric, concentrated, and profoundly subjective.
In it the mind and natural detail coalesce toward an
integration of feeling" (p. 142).

2

As for the influence of Chinese poetry on Stevens,
Levi points out that "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a
Blackbird" is a Chinese poem. It looks Chinese because "It
40
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is exquisite"

(p. 144). He says, "this poem owes its

informing spirit not to Chinese painting

(as does "Six

Significant Landscapes"), but directly to the poetry of
China and Japan. ... Still, it is oriental less in its
formal structure than in the exquisite way it suggests the
fusion of image and idea. ... Everything works through the
unstated suggestion. Inflection and innuendo are at one"
(p. 144). Though Levi did not apply his conclusion about
the poetic lesson Stevens had learned from Chinese art and
poetry to other poems by Stevens, he was accurate in his
understanding of Chinese aesthetics— that is, an art
object, whether it be a painting or a poem, should be a
product of the fusion of the object and the subject, of the
3
physical details and the artist's ideas and feelings. He
was also very perceptive in noticing that the influence was
reflected more in the aesthetics rather than in the formal
structure and exotic details.
The second notice of Stevens' connection with China
was published in Henry W. Wells' introduction to Wallace
Stevens in 1964. In discussing Stevens' rhetorical manners,
Wells cites the poem "Dinner Bell in the Woods" as a
representative poem of Stevens’ rhetorical manner of
simplicity. He observes that such "simplicity of the clear,
bell-like tone,

[is] entirely oriental in its aesthetics"

(p. 128). He further compared the poem with the Chinese
Tang clay figure:

"An utterly unassuming poem, like a Tang

clay figure, by magic attains religious profundity. It
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friendship with Witter Bynner. He says: "He [Stevens] took
notes on whatever interested him: Proverbes Chinois,
collected and translated into French by Paul Perny; ... The
Chinese Classics, by James Legge ... He saw Sanborn,
Bynner, and Arensberg most often and some of their
enthusiasm for the new and different must have proved
infectious" (p. 69). But Morse gives no details about the
Chinese influence through these readings and the contact
with Bynner.
In Wallace Stevens: The Making of Harmonium (1965),
Robert Buttel presents a quite detailed study of Stevens'
early reflection of American interest in the Orient. In' the
chapter entitled "Abodes of the Imagination," he also
points out, as Morse does in his book, Stevens' association,
in his Harvard days, with Arthur Davison Ficke and Witter
Bynner, fellow students who were experimenting with poetic
themes inspired by Oriental art (pp. 64-5). Buttel admits
in a footnote that it was Holly Stevens who had called his
attention to Oriental elements in Ficke's and Bynner's
poetry. Such a gesture from Holly Stevens indicated a major
source of Stevens' Oriental influence.^ But Buttel does not
offer a detailed examination of the relationship between
Stevens and these friends who were interested in the Orient
either.
Buttel's study focuses on the Oriental reference
primarily in terms of color, exotic landscape, and idyllic
settings. Buttel observes that "Chinese and Japanese prints
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presents precisely the opposite type of "difficulty1 from
that found in "Montrache-le-jardin.' One is difficult
because of its complexity, the other, because of its
4
simplicity" (p. 128). But Wells does not elaborate on the
meaning of this comparison. Therefore, the treatment of
this subject in the book seems rather superficial.
In another book published in 1964, Stevens' relation
with China is acknowledged. In the book Wallace Stevens:
Images and Judgments, John J. Enck compares Stevens with
5
the Chinese oracles, Yi Jing or The Book of Changes.
The major parallel he has discovered between Stevens'
poetry and Yi Jing is the synchronistic view of the
relationship in reality versus the dramatic or causal view.
Enck borrows the phrase "the synchronistic view" from
Jung's introduction to Yi Jing (Jung, pp. iii-v). According
to Jung, the Chinese view of the relationship as reflected
in the oracles in Yi Jing is synchronistic, meaning
"coinciding" or "parallel," does not stress the causal
point of view which tells a dramatic story about the origin
and outcome. Enck sees in Stevens' poetry "the
disappearance of dramatic personae, chaos merging into
order, the refusal to exclude seemingly accidental touches,
and the tolerance" as all tending "toward this direction"
of synchronism (p. 227).
Samuel French Morse, Stevens' first biographer, notes
in Wallace Stevens: Poetry as Life (1965) that Stevens'
knowledge of China came from his reading and from his
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and poetry offered exotic landscapes, idyllic settings, and
quietly evocative scenes of courtly elegance, with
aristocratic ladies and lords in colorful costumes" for
Stevens (p. 65). Buttel uses "Chinese Rocket," the seventh
poem of "Carnet de Voyage," as an example:
There, a rocket in the Wain
Brings primeval night again.
All the startled heavens flare
From the shepherd to the Bear—
.When the old-time dark returns,
Lo, the steadfast lady burns
Her curious lantern to disclose
How calmly the White River flows!

(p. 65)

The Chinese rocket and lantern are used here as figures for
imagination (p. 65). Stevens' idea is that the
imagination's giving order to reality is like the steadfast
lady, with the light of her curious lantern, discovering an
underlying order in nature. But Buttel comments that "the
Chinese rocket and lantern, mingled with Western names for
the constellations, remain exotic details rather than
becoming effective symbols"

(p. 65). So Stevens' use of

Chinese material is here regarded mainly as a poetic
Chinoiserie, a European imitation of the formal exoticism.
But Buttel also notices that Stevens later achieved a
more consistent effect in using Chinese material. Buttel
cites a passage from the play "Three Travelers Watch a
Sunrise." The passage is a speech from the second Chinese,
who, "evoking the blissful calm of the ideal world of the
imagination," says:
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Such seclusion knows beauty
As the court knew it.
The court woke
In its windless pavilions,
And gazed on chosen mornings,
As it gazed
On chosen porcelain. (OP, p. 131)
Buttel comments, "the use of Chinoiseries here ... is less
obtrusive than in "Chinese Rocket'" (p. 66). To further
illustrate such an improvement in, or more mature control
of, using Chinese material, Buttel cites the first imagist
poem in "Six Significant Landscapes," the one about "an old
Chinese."
Like Levi, at one point Buttel also seems to regard
the Chinese, or the Oriental, influence on Stevens more as
one of style and sensibility than of the merely ornamental
details. He points out: "Whether Stevens was more inspired
by oriental art, as he insisted, or by haiku, as Miner
insists,

7

the objectivity, indirectness, and condensation

of the haiku technique seem to have had a more beneficial
and lasting effect on his style than the merely ornamental
details of orientalism. Still, oriental art and prints,
often marked by stylistic economy, held fresh,
unsentimental, non-rococo values for Stevens' sensibility,
too" (p. 67, n.).
James Baird in The Dome and the Rock (1968) also notes
that there was an Oriental trait in Stevens’ poetry, but
the trait is again limited to his early poems in
Harmonium, more exactly, to those few poems Baird calls
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the "Chinese canon" with direct references to Chinese
characters or objects. He says that "It was inevitable, of
course, that Stevens as a beginning poet in the second
decade of the twentieth century would be aware of
orientalism in the scene"

(p. 55). He then cites the

dominant poetic spirit of imagism in that period, the socalled "Pound Era." Hence, he concludes that "his early
work reflects a temporary interest in Oriental sources"
(p. 55) and that the contact with these sources has "its
own importance in the emerging character of his taste"
(p. 61, n .) .
The most significant contribution Baird has made to
the study of the relationship between Stevens and China is
his observation that one of Stevens' central metaphors for
the imaginative act comes from Oriental sources. He says:
"The beards of the Chinese poet-sages and the braids of
Utamaro's beauties belong, in this symbolism of hair, to a
central metaphor of Stevens': the style of the imaginative
act in art"

(p. 56).

Baird also suggests: "It would be a pleasant task to
demonstrate that Stevens was attracted to the four-square
precision of the classic Chinese mind, expressed in the
g

formal balance of the Temple of Heaven in Peking"

(p. 56) .

But, "on the basis of present evidence, such proposals as
these seem hazardous"

(p. 56). The reason is that the use

of Chinese material, for example, the use of Chinese
characters in "Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise," according
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to Baird, is not invocation of the Orient; these characters
only represent a principle that was to be demonstrated
throughout the poetry— the multiplicity of human vision
governed by independent acts of the imagination. Here Baird
also seems to suggest that for Stevens the major purpose
in using Chinese material is not a poetic Chinoiserie, a
mere imitation of the surface exoticism, but an
exemplification of a principle, an idea which lies deep in
Chinese life and culture.
Another major contribution Baird has made to the study
of Stevens' relation with China is his convincing
explanation of Stevens' disclaimer of Orientalism: "I
detest Orientalism"

(LWS, p. 797). He says, "Stevens, in my

opinion, was temperamentally opposed to all forms of
..

exoticism in poetry. He held professional orientalism
suspect, quite as he spurned allegiance to any traditional
mode of regarding the world"

(p. 57).

In Introspective Voyager (1972), A. Walton Litz
devotes a whole chapter to a discussion of the Oriental
influence on Stevens' emergence as a poet. His focus is on
the imagist quality in Stevens' collection of poems
entitled "Carnet de Voyage," published in the September
1914 issue of a little magazine The Trend. Litz points
out, "the direction of the imagination's voyage in "Carnet
de Voyage' is vaguely Eastward, and most of the poems
testify to Stevens’ fascination with Oriental art and
poetic Chinoiseries"

(p. 13). As an illustration, Litz
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To sum up, critical opinions in the 60s and 70s seem
to regard Stevens' contact with China as a specific
historical event limited to a certain period early in the
century, and to attribute the reference to Chinese
characters and objects in some early poems to poetic
Chinoiserie. Though some critics suggest a possible long
time effect of the early Chinese contact, no one has quite
said so.

10

But in the 80s, there seems to be a change in

regarding the Oriental influence on Stevens. Some critics
have both enlarged the scope of that influence and
suggested a longer and wider effect of that influence.
In 1982, Robert Aitken did a full length study of "The
Snow Man" from the perspective of Zen, a segment of
Buddhism of Chinese origin. As Nancy Wilson Ross says,
"It was the Chinese with their Taoistic outlook who
developed Zen's peculiar form of dynamic meditation, that
'stilling of the self,' that condition of full awareness,
neither passive nor aggressive"

(p. 10). Aitken argues that

though "Buddhism itself is not mentioned once in his
letters, unless we count a passing reference to ''Buddha and
Jesus’ (LWS, p. 632), there is a profound relationship
between Stevens' work and the teachings of Zen Buddhism"
(p. 69). The example is the poem "The Snow Man," and "the
ground of this relationship is 'a mind of winter,' where
there is no intellectual overlay to obscure things as they
are" (p. 69). At the end of the article he feels content to
"acknowledge Stevens as one of the very few great poets who
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will be a source of endless inspiration for future
generations of Western Zen teachers" (p. 72). This is a
strong conclusion; but it was not tested against other poems.
There is another article written about Stevens and
Zen in 1985 entitled "Stevens and Zen: the Boundless
Reality of the imagination" by Robert R. Tompkins. It is
not an influence study; not a hint of Stevens' contact with
Zen is mentioned. It is purely an interpretation, using
the Zen Buddhist idea of "no self" and "no mind" as the
origin of self and mind in interpreting three of Stevens'
poems: "The World as Meditation," "Auroras of Autumn," and
"The Rock." His major claim is that "Western concepts drawn
from religion, depth psychology, or philosophy cannot
interpret Stevens' final realization simply because they
presuppose that 'later reason' which, at the end, he
surpassed"

(p. 26). What is also implied in this claim is

that Stevens' mode of mind resembles that of the East more
than that of the West.
In her recent biography Wallace Stevens: the Early
Years, 1879-1923

(1986), Joan Richardson has dealt with

Stevens' relation with the Orient in much detail. She
claims that there were "many strong echoes in Stevens'
work of Eastern texts" and that "there [was] much work to
be done" in this area (p. 24). As Aitken does, she also
speculates, "it was the literature of Zen Buddhism that
most enticed Stevens though no titles of the classical Zen
collections remain in Stevens's library" (p. 24).
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She cites two areas in passing where Zen influence is
evident. One is the nature of perception itself in Stevens;
the other is nonsense as a method of enlightenment. About
the nature of perception which combines both the subject
and the object, Richardson cites a Zen anecdote of the
Sixth Patriarch settling a dispute between two monks who
were arguing about the movement of a temple flag: "One said
the flag moved, the other that the wind moved. The Sixth
Patriarch said, 'It is not the wind that moves, it's not
the flag that moves; it is your mind that moves'"

(p. 24).

Then she points out that the same experiential phenomenon
is echoed in Stevens'

"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a

Blackbird."
As for the use of nonsense, Richardson observes that
the use of "nonsense syllables [in Zen] to mimic the
insufficiency of reason to deal fully with reality and the
use of obvious paralogisms in the koans to prompt
enlightenment, are echoed in Stevens’s use of nonsense
syllables and in his repeated counterpointing of titles and
poems" (p. 24). But, in both cases, Richardson does not
give specific examples.
Richardson finds an echo between the following lines
from "Le Monocle":I
I am a man of fortune greeting heirs;
For it has come that thus I greet the spring.
These choirs of welcome choir for me farewell.
(Palm, p. 13)
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and these lines from a Chinese poem by Ou Yangxiu [Ou Yang
Hsiu], a famous poet in Sung Dynasty China (1007-1072):
Under the ful
Moon of April young men welcome
The Spring with wine and love. But
Me, once more greeting the Spring,
My head is white.... (Richardson, p. 144)
Richardson speculates that "Stevens could have read [the
poem] at any time from his first contact with Witter Bynner
and other Orientalists at Harvard until the moment of
actually composing 'Le Monocle'"

(p. 144).

One of the remarkable things Richardson has done
regarding Stevens' contact with China is to give a detailed
description of Stevens' relationship with Bynner. She
picked up and developed what Buttel and Morse had only
hinted at. She asserts: "This edition [The Jade Mountain: An
Anthology of Chinese Poems 1929] , with its introduction
by Bynner and his Chinese co-worker, had a remarkably
profound effect on Stevens. But this effect would not
become fully apparent until nearly the end of his life with
the publication of his Collected Poems" (p. 62). Such a
statement not only specifies which Chinese poems may have
possibly influenced Stevens, but also extends the study of
this influence to his later work. But again, no specific
example is shown.
Richardson has also recorded one important meeting,
which took place at the Players Club, New York, on March 8,
1908. "Already deeply immersed in the thought of the East,
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Bynner turned his conversation with Stevens around a
central theme: the necessary loss of the "invalid
personality,' a theme Stevens later picked up and
developed"

(p. 338; CP, p. 368). The idea of the necessity

of losing the invalid personality is rooted in Chinese
culture, beginning in classical Daoism about 500 B.C. The
following evidence shows the source of Bynner1s knowledge
of the idea of the "invalid personality." Bynner writes:
Jesus says, Leave all else and follow Me, ... His
followers say, God died for us. It's the Me and
the me. T 'ang poets, living their Taoism, had
eased meship into the whole current of life
itself, no god or man intervening. They
acknowledged the melancholy natural to man over
his predicaments, but had not let it become
anything like the morbidly mystical egotism in
which Christianity has mythologized it. Wang Wei
says, "I shall someday meet an old wood-cutter /
And talk and laugh and never return.'
("Scholar," p. 5)
(See Stevens’ reference to the Tang Dynasty in his
journal, Levi's allusion to Wang Wei, and Wells's reminder
of the Tang clay figure.) Though Richardson does not trace this
further connection, she nevertheless has opened up a wide
road for later students of Stevens to pursue research in
this area.

12

Though Richardson does not make the above connection,
she does understand that the root of that idea is to be
found on Chinese soil. When talking about Chinese influence
on Stevens' view of love and marriage, she writes with
reference to "Le Monocle de Mon Oncle": "The process of
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preparing himself for marriage was not different from the
depersonalized "emptying1 used by the ancient Chinese to
reach the state described as "no-mind.' It is not
surprising, then, that these strange Orientals found their
way into this poem about love"

(p. 300).

Besides Bynner, Richardson also cites two poets
from whose writings Stevens had learned even more about the
Chinese. One is G. Lowes Dickinson and the other is Paul
Elmer More.

13

Richardson says:

In Dickinson's composite essay, intriguingly
entitled ''Letters from John Chinaman, ' written
from the point of view of a fictionalized
Oriental "everyman,' Stevens found both precise
descriptions of the ills of Western civilization
that pained him and descriptions of Eastern
alternatives that, in expressing the Confucian
ideal, which revealed sources for the Greeks as
well, suggested that the East, not the West,
preserved the ethical basis of the classical
world. Dickinson blamed Christianity for the
decay of this ideal in the West because it
stressed not the relation of man to his world—
Stevens' later definition of poetry (OP 172)—
here specified by Dickinson as the focus of
Confucianism, but the projected relation of man
to a world hereafter. (Richardson, p. 242)
The importance of this reading, as Richardson sees it, is
in its help in forming Stevens' definition of poetry.

14

But "some of the most characteristic features of the
Oriental attitude that made a lasting difference for
Stevens were particularly highlighted by More"

(p. 246).

Included are "Easterners' basic belief in the transitory
illusiveness of human endeavor," "contemplation," and "the
nonprogressive, nonutilitarian way"

(p. 246). The important
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term here is the "lasting difference," which suggests that
the Chinese influence has had a life-long effect on
Stevens.
Another daring statement Richardson has made about the
Oriental influence on Stevens through More is that Stevens'
thought is basically Eastern while the expression of that
thought is Western: "By the time Stevens came to accept
More's thought, he had already begun exploring Oriental
texts and practicing their opposing law. But he knew, too,
that in order to make this knowledge available, he had to
express it in a manner that was palatable to a Western
audience"

(p. 248). She further argues that in the process

of reading Western literature, Stevens would note "lines
and passages that voiced the thoughts and feelings he was
\

coming to identify with the Eastern spirit"

(p. 248). So

what Stevens wants to know in knowing the East is its
"spirit," which Stevens later tries to embody in the
Western form, as is implied in the above passages.
Yet the strongest statements about Chinese influence
Richardson has made in her book are to be found in her
comments on the play "Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise,"
in which Stevens uses Chinese material most extensively and
completely. Richardson comments that "these objects [the
bottle in "Three Travelers" and the bowl in the poem
"Bowl"] are connected to the Orient, as opposed to Keats's
connection of his object [Grecian Urn] to the classical
world.... Stevens pointed directly to the Orient as one of
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the sources of his perception"

(p. 454). It is a perception

that "there are as many points of view ( From which to
regard her [the bottle as a representative of reality] / As
there are sides to a round bottle" {OP, p. 136).15
Richardson further comments that in the play "Stevens
was primarily interested in the epistemological and ethical
differences oriental thought offered to a Western audience"
(p. 455). And she also explains, "The major difference
[between the Oriental and Occidental epistemologies] had to
do with the Oriental's easy acceptance of change as the
only permanent or "true' aspect of reality and with how
this acceptance affected attitudes toward death" (p. 455).
The easy acceptance of change is symbolically exemplified
in the Chinese characters' reaction to the dead body
hanging in the tree. The dead body does not cause the
Chinese characters any alarm but is regarded as a leaf
would be, a leaf that would naturally fall.

16

Richardson regards this event as extremely significant
in Stevens' development as a poet. She believes that the
spirits of this play evoke in Stevens a new and better way
of looking at the world and the place of human beings in
it: "His years of preoccupation with Oriental poetry and
thought were now affording him the possibility of
articulating an alternative to the Western myths"

(p. 455).

This alternative is to accept the idea of change as
superior to the Western established religion and value
system. 17
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Richardson also goes so far as to identify Stevens
with the old Chinese in "Six Significant Landscapes," who
is also the snow man. She writes, "In 'The Snow Man' it was
all he had learned from the 'old Chinese' whom he wanted so
much to imitate" (emphasis added, p. 516).
The above surveys of Stevens' own references to and
contact with China and the critical history of this subject
result in the following conclusions: first, Stevens'
interest in China, especially in Chinese art, poetry, and
philosophy began early in his life and was sustained
throughout his life; second, Chinese influence on Stevens'
poetry takes the form of taste, thought, and spirit rather
than the form of exotic objects, figures, and formal
structures; third, therefore, the study of Stevens'
relation with things Chinese must not be confined to the
so-called Oriental canon of his early work and to those
more obvious details of Oriental objects, figures, and
form, but must extend itself to his later work as well and
to his aesthetic taste, philosophical ideas, and poetic
spirit which have strong affinities with the Chinese;
fourth, most critics have understood the importance of
Stevens' contact with China in his personal and poetic
development, and yet they seem to have offered more
conclusions than supporting evidence; therefore, fifth,
future study in this area must aim more at testing those
conclusions in actual interpretation of specific poems. It
will be the major objective of the rest of my present study
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to examine the similarities between Stevens’ aesthetic
taste and philosophical ideas and those of the Chinese as
represented in Chinese Daoism.
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Chapter 3

Zen and Daoism

As I concluded in the previous chapter, the study of
Stevens' relation with things Chinese should not be
confined to those obvious details of oriental objects,
figures, and form in his writing, but must extend itself to
his philosophical ideas and aesthetic taste, which have
strong affinities with the Chinese. But what Chinese
philosophy and aesthetic principles may have influenced
Stevens or are evident in Stevens' poetry? Richardson's
perception is that it is "the literature of Zen Buddhism
that most enticed Stevens," and she claims that "there is
much work to be done" in this area (p. 24).
Zen (Chan in Chinese) is a sect of Buddhism which
emphasizes the understanding of truths through intuition or
meditation rather than through rational thought process,
study of scripture, or faith in deity. Though the sect
usually traces its origin to the experience of the Buddha
under the bodhi tree, its actual founding took place in
China in the sixth century A .D . under the leadership of
Bodhidharma, a Buddhist missionary from south India. One of
the major reasons why the intuitive Buddhism so appealed to
the Chinese is that the idea and the practice of intuition
or meditation as the way to truth were not at all foreign
to the Chinese; they were also expounded in Daoist classics
such as Dao De Jing and Zhuang Zi. As a matter of
59
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fact, the first Chinese practitioners of Buddhism believed
that they simply followed Lao Zi himself because they
thought that after Lao Zi disappeared to the West, he went
as far as India and reformulated his doctrine in accord
with the conditions he found there and Buddhists were
actually none other than Lao Zi's disciples (Ch'en, p. 50).
Therefore, when the first Chinese Buddhists were engaged in
translating Buddhist texts into Chinese, they often
expounded Buddhism in terms of Daoism (pp. 49-50).'*'
So, In Beat Zen, Square Zen, and Zen, Alan Watts
comments: "It is as difficult for Anglo-Saxons as for the
Japanese to absorb anything quite so Chinese as Zen. For
though the word 'Zen 1 is Japanese ["Chan" in Chinese] and
though Japan is now its home, Zen Buddhism is the creation
of T 1ang (618-900) dynasty China"

(Ross, p. 331). It is "so

Chinese" because, according to D. T. Suzuki, the most
eminent scholar of Zen Buddhism, Zen is "the synthesis of
Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism applied to our daily
life as we live it" (The Texts of Taoism, Introduction, pp.
42-43). So Zen is more Chinese than Indian, and more a
philosophy and way of life than a religion (in the sense
2
of belief in or the worship of God or gods).
The Confucian element in Zen, Suzuki further explains,
is manifested in its strict observance of all the
ritualistic phases of religious life, but the core of Zen
is Daoist philosophy, for "Taoism as a philosophy was
entirely absorbed in zen" (p. 42). Moreover, the hallmark
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of Zen, its insistence on the awakening of "pratyatmajna,"
a Sanskrit term meaning an inner perception deeply reaching
the core of one's being,

"corresponds to Zhuang Zi's [the

second most famous Daoist sage] "mind-fasting1 or 'mindforgetting'"

(p. 43). And the process of mind-fasting itself

is considered by many Zen scholars to be the prototype of
Zen meditation. As Nancy Wilson Ross points out, "It was
the Chinese with their Taoist outlook who developed Zen's
peculiar form of dynamic meditation, that "stilling of the
self,' that condition of full awareness, neither passive
nor aggressive"

(p. 10). Thomas Merton has even gone so far

as to suggest that "the true inheritors of the thought and
spirit of Zhuang Zi are the Chinese Zen Buddhists of the
Tang period"

(Ross, p. 15). Zhang Chungyuan [Chang Cbung-

yuan], a Chinese scholar of Zen, also points out in
Creativity and Taoism that "tracing the history of Ch'an
[Chan or Zen] Buddhism, we find that it is practically a
further development of the early philosophy of Lao Tzu and
Chuang Tzu"

(p. 13).3

Chinese scholars also maintain that the revolutionary
ideas on enlightenment held by Zen Buddhism should be traced
back as far as the fourth century, when Dao Sheng [Tao
Sheng]

(ca. 306-434), a Chinese Buddhist, attacked the

traditional theory of gradual awakening in the Indian
tradition and instead advocated the theory of sudden
enlightenment (Chang, p. 13). Dao Sheng says:
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Words convey ideas. When ideas have been
absorbed words cease.... Only those who can take
the fish and forget the net are worthy to seek
Tao. (p. 13)
This statement almost exactly echoes Zhuang Zi:
The fish trap exists because of the fish; once
you've gotten the fish, you can forget the trap.
The rabbit snare exists because of the rabbits;
once you've gotten the rabbit, you can forget
the snare. Words exist because of meaning; once
you've gotten the meaning, you can forget the
words. (Watson, p. 302)
Here Dao Sheng obviously compares the form of meditation
with the fishing trap and the purpose or content of
meditation, the awakening or enlightenment, with the fish.
Too much emphasis on meditation itself is like holding the
fishing trap but forgetting the fish. It is this idea of
sudden enlightenment in Zhuang Zi that paved the way for
the development of Zen Buddhism.
Stylistically, Zen also owes a great deal to Zhuang
Zi. Burton Watson points out that one rhetorical device
Zhuang Zi uses to great effect to awaken the reader to the
essential meaninglessness of conventional values is "the
pointed or paradoxical anecdote, the non-sequitur or
apparently nonsensical remark that jolts the mind into
awareness of a truth outside the pale of ordinary logic--a
device familiar to Western readers of Chinese and Japanese
Zen literature"

(p. 5).

In short, this brief examination of the relationship
between Zen and Daoism reveals that Zen is a continuation
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of Daoism, and it has its philosophical, aesthetic, and
rhetorical roots in Classical Daoism. As Derk Bodde
comments, "In several respects, indeed, the Ch'an [Zen]
school may well be termed a kind of Taoism in Buddhist
dress"

(p. 56). So my perception of Stevens' relation with

China is slightly different from that of Richardson. I
think that the influence of Zen on Stevens, if any, is
through the indirect channel of Chinese classical Daoism
and that if Stevens did study Zen texts, as Richardson has
speculated, it is the spirit and philosophy of Daoism in
Zen literature that most enticed Stevens. So, whether the
influence is direct or indirect, the study of Stevens'
connection with Chinese thought and aesthetics is
fundamentally a study of Stevens' relationship with Chinese
Daoism.
Before Stevens' affinity with Daoism is discussed, a
brief introduction of Daoism seems necessary. Daoism
originated with a man named Lao Zi. There is little
recorded about his life, and there are more legends than
facts. One legend goes that Lao Zi was immaculately
conceived by a shooting-star, carried in his mother's womb
for 62 years, and was finally born already a wise old man
with white hair about 604 B.C. About his life nothing is
known except a short account in Records of History by the
first Chinese historian Sima Qian (Sze-Ma Qian) who died
about 85 B.C. According to this account, Lao Zi's real name
is Li Er, also known as Lao Tan. A native of the state of
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Chu (in present-day Henan province of China), he was
once keeper of the imperial archives at Loyang, an ancient
capital of China in what is now the Chinese province of
Henan, and lived a simple and undemanding life. Estimates
of his personality have been based almost entirely on the
one slim book Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching) attributed to him,
also known as Lao Zi, bearing his name.
The tale about Lao Zi's death is also legendary.
Disappointed by the decadence of the dynasty, Lao Zi is
said at length to have climbed on a water buffalo and
ridden westward toward what is now Tibet, totally
withdrawing himself from the world. When he arrived at the
Hanko Pass, a gatekeeper there, Yin Xi (Yin Hsi), who had
dreamt of the sage's coming, recognized him and persuaded
him to record the principles of his philosophy before he
went into seclusion. Lao Zi then wrote a slim volume of
5000 characters entitled Dao De Jing, gave the manuscript
to Yin Xi, and went on his way. Dao De Jing has since
4
remained the basic text of all Daoist thought.
Another great Daoist master, Zhuang Zi, also needs
mentioning here. All that is known about the identity of
Zhuang Zi is as little as that about Lao Zi.5 An anecdote
is the sole biographical detail to have survived, also in
Sima Qian's Records of History. According to this
account, his personal name was Zhou; hence he was known
also as Zhuang Zhou. He was a native of a place called
"Meng" and once served as an official in the lacquer garden
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in Meng. Sima Qian added that Zhuang Zi lived between 370
and 301 B.C. and had written a book in 100,000 words or
more, which was mostly in the nature of fable. Little else
is known about the life and identity of Zhuang Zi and his
C.

connection with the book that bears his name, Zhuang Zi.
The book Zhuang Zi, another seminal text of IDaoism, turns
the dry philosophical teachings of Lao Zi into poetry by
using anecdotes, legends, fables, etc. In other words,
Zhuang Zi gives metaphorical expression of the doctrine of
Lao Zi. Zhuang Zi's thoughts so resemble those of Lao Zi
that in China Daoism is also commonly called "the
philosophy of Lao Zhuang."
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Chapter 4

Supreme Fiction and Dao

It is generally recognized that "Stevens can seem a
difficult poet at times"

(Patke, p. 1). One of these times

is when readers attempt to understand his view of reality.'*'
It is a view of non-theist nature mysticism. This view
"accounts for "alien' reality, nature that exists in its
own inhuman mythology, beyond human imagination, beyond
knowledge, and beyond pain"

(Johnson, p. 37). The

importance of understanding this view of reality held by
Stevens lies in the fact that such a view of reality is the
source or origin of his poetry. Stevens says in "Notes
Toward a Supreme Fiction": "From this the poem springs:
that we live in a place / That is not our own and much
more, not ourselves / And hard it is in spite of blazoned
days"

(Palm, p. 210). Human beings are not masters, but

aliens in the world in which they live ("not our own") and
that world is apart from the projections of the ego ("not
ourselves"). It is from this poverty of the human condition
and from a recognition of an alien reality that, Stevens
thinks, poetry begins.
Such a view of the origin of poetry drastically
differs from that of the Western tradition. Plato says that
poetry begins with "madness," a divine frenzy which
possesses the poet who, once so possessed, becomes the
inspired rhapsodist through whom god speaks. Aristotle says
66
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that poetry begins with imitation or representation of men,
real or imaginary, in action. Sir Philip Sidney says that
poetry begins with a vision of a golden world and
represents the ideal situation. Johnson and Dryden regard
the origin of poetry as lying in human nature. For
Wordsworth and Coleridge, poetry begins with powerful
feelings and emotions felt by the poet in tranquillity. All
these views regard poetry as originating from something,
from the presence of either a divine vision, or the ideal of
human nature, or personal feelings. But Stevens regards
poetry as originating from nothing, from an absence, from a
2
blank of both reality and the imagination.
But this dimension of Stevens' thought "has not
generally been understood by his critics," according to
Ellwood Johnson in his recent article on Stevens' concept
of reality (p. 37). This has been so because his view of
reality is not built upon the Western tradition of thought
and, therefore, there is a lack of terminology for an
adequate expression and communication of such a view. J.
Hillis Miller has perceptively recognized the newness of
this view of reality in the framework of Western thought.
He says: "Perhaps it is Stevens' way, the movement from the
dissolution of the gods to the difficult apperception of
being [Miller's name for alien reality, nature that exists
in itself], which represents the next step forward in the
spiritual history of man. Stevens may be in the vanguard of
a movement 'toward the end of ontology,' as Jean Wahl calls
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it" (p. 162). ^ So when he attempts to approach this aspect
of Stevens' thought, Miller finds himself to be at
something of a loss for words: "There is one more aspect of
Stevens' thought, however, and this is the most difficult
to see or to say" (p. 155). It is difficult to see or to
say because it is new to Western readers. As Robert R.
Tompkins also points out, "Western concepts drawn from
religion, depth psychology, or philosophy cannot interpret
Stevens' final realization because they presuppose that
'later reason' which, at the end, he [Stevens] surpassed"
(p. 26). The later reason here means the power of the human
mind, which has been regarded as the center of human
existence. As Stevens acknowledges in "The Comedian As the
Letter C," "Nota: Man is the intelligence of his soil"
(Palm, p. 38). But Stevens renounces this center; or in
Tompkins' words, "he has surpassed" the idea of a human
center. He tries to go beyond the human mind. What he
celebrates is the "palm at the end of the mind" (p. 396).
This aspect of Stevens' thought which regards reality as
beyond the mind and as the source of poetry, is old to
the East. Stevens' peculiar view of the world as alien
reality closely resembles that of Chinese Daoism. So Miller
would probably have been more accurate if he had said that
Stevens' concept of reality is totally new in the history
of Western thought than he is in actually saying that the
concept "represents the next step forward in the spiritual
history of man" (emphasis added, p. 162). He has neglected
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people and their thoughts existing on the other side of the
earth, the East. In taking a step forward toward
a new stage in the history of Western thought, Stevens
travels backward toward the beginning of the history of
Eastern thought. With him the circle is completed— the West
and the East, the new and the old, the beginning and the
end, are all tied in a ring. Thus, a comparison between
Stevens' view of reality and that of Daoism will contribute
to a better understanding of this dimension of Stevens'
thought, and thus of Stevens' poetry.
The most fundamental similarity between Stevens'
thought of reality and that of Daoism is that they both
deny the existence of God as the originator of the universe
and the center of meaning. In describing the origin of the
universe, the Daoist sage Lao Zi says:
There was a thing dimly formed,
Born before the heaven and earth.
Silent and in the void,
It stands alone and does not change.
It goes around but does not weary.
It can be the mother of the world.
I do not know its name;
But if I have to name it,
I would call it "Dao" as the given name,
And "Infinite" as the surname.
(Dao De Jing, Ch. 1)
In Chapter 4, when answering the question: whose son it
[Dao] is, Lao Zi replies, "It is before gods." So in
Daoism, the ultimate reality is not God, but something
mysterious. This something gives birth to heaven and earth
and all things in between, including gods, if such beings
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exist, and yet itself is nameless, formless, and boundless.
So the Daoist view of the ultimate reality is basically
mystical; as Lin Yutang, a well-known Chinese scholar,
says, in Daoism "the reverence for the mystery and
beauty of the universe and its silent, eternal
transformations takes the place of God" (Wisdom, p. 102).
It is the infinity of the universe itself, complete and
indivisible. Since it is infinite, it is also called "One"
by Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi, meaning the totality of the
4
universe.
So the point of view from which Daoist sages see
the world is Oneness and the totality of things. It is a
cosmic vision. Such a cosmic view of the world necessarily
rejects the structure of reality as we humans perceive and
conceive it since, if reality is complete and total in
itself, all conscious efforts by man to generalize,
formulate, classify, and order it will necessarily result
in some form of restriction, reduction, or even distortion
of its Oneness and totality. Therefore, Lao Zi says in
Chapter 1 of Dao De Jing: "The dao that can be talked about
is not the absolute Dao; / The name that can be given is
not the abosolute Name." Here, the "name" refers to the
name given to "Dao." To be talked about is to be described
and rationalized while to be named is to be fixed and
identified. And yet the ultimate reality, Dao, defies both
description and identification.
Lao Zi continues to describe the Oneness of reality as
the Invisible, the Inaudible, and the Intangible:
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Looked at, but cannot be seen—
That is called the Invisible.
Listened to, but cannot be heard—
That is called the Inaudible.
Grasped at, but cannot be touched
That is called the Intangible.
These three elude all our inquiries
And hence blend and become One. (Ch. 14)
In short, reality in its totality is nameless, irrational,
invisible, inaudible, and intangible; it is free from the
realm of human senses and intellect. Therefore, from the
human point of view, it is a mystery. The name "Dao" is
given to it only for the convenience of discourse. Hegel
has summarized the significance of the idea of "Dao": "to
the Chinese, what is the highest, the origin of things, is
nothingness, emptiness, the undetermined, the abstract
universal, and this is also called Tao ..."

(p. 125).5 But

to Westerners, what is the highest, the origin of
things, is something, the form, the determined, and this is
also called God.® In this respect, Stevens is closer to the
Chinese. To him, what is the highest is also nothingness,
the undetermined, and the abstract universal.
J. Hillis Miller has observed this vital basis in
Stevens' thought and said that "this evaporation of the
gods, leaving a barren man in a barren land, is the basis
of all Stevens' thought and poetry"

("Being," p. 144). This

condition of reality with the absence of gods is well
depicted by Stevens himself in the image of "a vacuum."
Stevens says that "reality is a vacuum"

(OP, p. 168). The
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statement implies that reality is not God, but nothingness,
emptiness, and formlessness. The place in which Stevens has
extensively dealt with this view of reality is the first
section of the poem "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction"--"It
Must Be Abstract."
"Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction" is one of the most
widely discussed of Stevens' long poems.

7

And yet, opinions

differ as to the identity of the "supreme fiction." Some
critics identify the "supreme fiction" with poetry; others
identify it with the imagination; still others identify it
g

with being, the source of both the mind and the world.
Though Stevens said in a variety of ways in some of his
letters that by "supreme fiction" he meant poetry (LWS, pp.
407, 430, 485), his general attitude toward the definition
of it is reflected in the following advice: "Let us think
about it and not say that our abstraction is this, that or
the other"

(p. 438). He wants to let his "supreme fiction"

remain abstract and not be named or identified. This
attitude toward the "supreme fiction" resembles that of
Daoism toward the "Dao." For the Daoist, "Dao," the
ultimate reality of the universe, cannot be talked about or
named; the "Dao" which can be named and talked about is not
the absolute Dao. The same attitude is true of Stevens. For
him, the "supreme fiction" cannot be identified or talked
about ("say that our abstraction is this, that or the
other"). The "supreme fiction" must remain an indefinite
abstraction. That is exactly how Stevens treats the
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"supreme fiction" in the first section of "Notes"--"It Must
Be Abstract." The indefinite identity of the supreme
fiction is best expressed by the indefinite pronoun "It."
And this "It," the supreme fiction, stands for the same
thing "Dao" stands for in Chinese Daoism: reality that
exists in itself.
The real reference of the supreme fiction is often
misunderstood because the terms Stevens has used to
describe it tend to be misleading. As was mentioned above,
Stevens' view of reality is new in the history of Western
ontology, and yet the words he can use to describe his new
idea is old. First of all, Stevens has used the word
"abstract" to describe his supreme fiction— "It Must Be
Abstract." The word "abstract" is generally used to
refer to a process of converting particulars into the
general or the result of such a mental process, and most
critics interpret the word in the same sense when they
approach "Notes" (Patke, p. 132). This notion of
abstraction is best represented in Locke's classic
statement of such a process:
The mind makes the particular ideas received
from particular objects to become general; which
is done by considering them as they are in the
mind such appearances,— separate from all other
existence, and the circumstances of real
existence, as time, place, or any other
concomitant ideas. This is called abstraction,
whereby ideas taken from particular things
become general representations of the same kind;
and their names general names, applicable to
whatever exists conformable to such abstract
ideas. (Essay III, xi, p. 99)
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In short, abstraction, in this notion, stands both for a
mental, logical process and the abstract ideas derived from
this process. This concept of abstraction is further
complicated by Stevens' using the word "idea," or the
phrase "the first idea" as an equivalent to "abstraction."
The word "idea" is again associated with the mind, meaning
9
any conception or impression or opinion in the mind. Such
terminologies as "abstraction" and "idea," plus the word
"fiction" in the supreme fiction itself, all join forces to
create an illusion that the supreme fiction refers to some
kind of human mental product, or poetry specifically.
But in the poem, the supreme fiction does not refer to
the product of the human mind, but to alien reality, nature
that exists beyond the human mind. The poem begins:
Begin, ephebe, by perceiving the idea
Of this invention, this invented world,
The inconceivable idea of the sun. (Palm, p. 207)
Here the speaker assumes the role of instructor for a young
poet, ephebe. The invented world is a world conceived by
our human mind. But the idea of the world has nothing to do
with our human mind, for the idea of the sun, figure for
reality in itself, is "inconceivable"; it exists beyond
human conceptions.10 This conception of reality is similar
to that of Daoism as represented in the first sentence of
Dao De Jing: "The dao that can be talked about is not the
absolute Dao." To talk about something is to rationalize
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it, to give it an order, a logic, to conceptualize it. To
do so is to distort the original form of the thing. So as
Dao cannot be conceptualized, the supreme fiction, the
first idea of reality, cannot be conceptualized either.
This external identity of the "idea" of reality is
repeatedly emphasized by Stevens throughout "It Must Be
Abstract." He said:
How clean the sun when seen in its idea,
Washed in the remotest cleanliness of a heaven
That has expelled us and our images ...
(Palm, p. 207)
The first idea is not our own.

(p. 209)

But the first idea was not to shape the clouds
In imitation. The clouds preceded us. (p. 210)
So the "idea of reality" in Stevens is not a mental image
of reality, but reality in itself both prior to and beyond
the human mind; therefore, it resembles "Dao," the ultimate
reality which, as the Daoist believes, cannot be
apprehended by human perceptions and conceptions.
But where does reality in itself come from? If it is
not conceived by the human mind, is it conceived by the
mind of a divine creator, a god? Stevens also rejected the
idea that a god is the origin of reality:
Never suppose an inventing mind as source
Of this idea nor for that mind compose
A voluminous master folded in his fire.
(p. 207)
The world in itself is created neither by our human mind
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("an inventing mind") nor by a divine creator, a
"voluminous master," a mythical god (Phoebus).

11

This

description of the origin of reality also resembles that of
Daoism: "It [Dao, the ultimate reality] was before gods"
(Dao De Jing, Ch. 4). For Stevens, the source of the
"idea" of reality, reality in itself, is neither god nor
man. It is a mystery, something "dimly formed" as Lao Zi
calls it, and it is called "muddy centre" by Stevens:
The clouds preceded us.
There was a muddy centre before we breathed.
There was a myth before the myth began,
Venerable, and articulate and complete.
(p. 210)
This passage is very close to the above quoted words by Lao
Zi about the origin of the universe. The cloud that
preceded us resembles the airy something that existed
before heaven and earth. Such a "muddy centre," the
formlessness of the original state of the universe, defies
any human means of description and identification;
therefore, as Stevens well understands, it forever remains
a myth, the nameless— "a myth before the myth [the named]
began." Stevens also regards this universal being as the
wholeness of the universe as exemplified in the word
"complete," which resembles Lao Zi's word "One" in meaning
(Ch. 14). Apparently, Stevens views the world from the same
cosmic point of view.
Like Lao Zi, Stevens also regards reality as nameless.
In this respect, Stevens seems to be more Daoist even than
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Lao Zi himself; he is a true Daoist radical because he does
not seem to be willing to give a name to the nameless
reality even for the convenience of discourse as Lao Zi
does. He never settles on any fixed name for it. Though Lao
Zi says that "The name that can be named is not the
absolute Name," he still ironically breaks his own "rule"
and names it "Dao," although rather unwillingly and
reluctantly--"I do not know its name; / But if I have to
name it, / I will call it "Dao1 as the given name" (Ch.
25). It is Stevens who seems to have most faithfully
observed Lao Zi's words: "The name that can be given is not
the absolute Name." He echoes in "Notes Toward a Supreme
Fiction," "Phoebus is dead, ephebe. But Phoebus was / A
name for something that never could be named. ... The sun /
Must bear no name"

(Palm, p. 209). The ultimate reality,

here represented by the sun, must bear no name. Hence, the
supreme fiction is an indefinite something which cannot be
given a fixed name.

As Stevens says, "I ought to say that

I have not defined a supreme fiction" (LWS, p. 435).
Like the Daoist sage Lao Zi, Stevens also regards
reality as the Invisible and the Intangible. As noted
above, Stevens called reality "a vacuum," which is a
striking image of the Invisible and the Intangible. He also
says that reality is like the "terrible mirror of the sky"
that mirrors nothing (Palm, p. 1). Reality has no clear
identity or must resist an identity. It must be "the
inanimate difficult visage"

(p. 215); it must be "In the
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difficulty of what it is to be" (p. 208). The idea of the
sun is its own existence and its "difficulty" is its own
independent process of rising and setting.
The description of reality as an invisible form recurs
in many of Stevens' later poems. In the poem "The Woman in
Sunshine," Stevens says that "it is not that there is any
image in the air / Nor the beginning nor end of a form: /
It is empty"

(p. 327). In "Auroras of Autumn," he says: "It

[reality] is like a thing of ether that exists / Almost as
predicate. But it exists, / It exists, it is visible, it
is, it is" (p. 314). In "A Primitive Like an Orb," he says
that reality is something "always too heavy for the sense /
To seize, the obscurest as, the distant was"

(p. 317). The

images of reality as a "vacuum" and as air or an airy
something ("the obscurest as" and "the distant was") could
be better understood by a comparison with some similar
images Lao Zi uses to describe the character of Dao. Lao Zi
says: "Dao is a hollow vessel, / And its use is
inexhaustible! / Fathomless!"

(Ch. 4). In Chapter 5, he

also says: "How the universe is like a bellows! / Empty,
yet it gives a supply that never fails; / The more it is
worked, the more it brings forth." So the vacuum of reality
in Stevens should not be understood to be emptiness in the
sense of absolute negation, or total nihilism. It is an
emptiness like air, which is empty and yet inexhaustible.
It is not an absolute nothingness, but a thing beyond the
reach of our human faculty of perception because any form
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is necessarily the product of human faculties. Just as Lao
Zi says that "Dao is a hollow vessel," the reality,
for Stevens, is also something which remains "an emptiness
that could be filled"

(CP, p. 467). To Stevens, the form of

reality is the formless, not the form, not a god, a
"voluminous master folded in his fire"

(Palm, p. 207).

Stevens also regards reality as the Inaudible because
its sound in its completeness is beyond the reach of human
hearing. In "Autumn Refrain," Stevens says, "The yellow
moon of words about the nightingale / In measureless
measures, not a bird for me / But the name of a bird and
the name of a nameless air / I have never— shall never
hear"

(p. 95). So reality is stillness beneath the sound—

the name. Reality can be listened to, but not heard. What
is heard is necessarily through the human faculty of
hearing, thus being limited by that sensory faculty.
In the poem "The Idea of Order at Key West," a similar
idea is more explicitly expressed. Stevens makes it clear
that "it was she [the singer] and not the sea we heard"
(p. 97). The anxiety the human being feels when realizing
his inability to understand the sound of reality is well
expressed in the poem "To the Roaring Wind":
What syllable are you seeking,
vocalissimus,
In the distances of sleep?
Speak it. (p. 19)
The roaring wind speaks, and yet we cannot understand its
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speech. But this anxiety is changed to a calm acceptance in
a later poem "The Course of a Particular":
The leaves cry. It is not a cry of divine
attention,
Nor the smoke-drift of puffed-out heroes, nor
human cry.
It is the cry of leaves that do not transcend
themselves,
In the absence of fantasia, without meaning more
Than they are in the final finding of the ear,
in the thing
Itself, until, at last, the cry concerns no one
at all. (p. 367)
The sound of nature is complete in itself, and it is a
foreign sound. So Stevens understands that "The everhooded, tragic-gestured sea [reality] / was merely a place
by which she [the singer in "The Idea of Order in Key
West"] walked to sing" (p. 97) and not the place she
actually sings because she cannot.

12

Human speech can never clarify the silence or the
sound of reality. Stevens knows that speech falsifies
reality. He says in "Add This to Rhetoric," "In the way you
speak / You arrange, the thing is posed, / What in nature
merely grows"

(p. 161). So Stevens warns in "The Creations of

Sound," "Tell X that speech is not dirty silence /
Clarified. It is silence made still dirtier"

(p. 251). Here

the "muddy centre," the undifferentiated state of being,
or the reality in its state of wholeness, is expressed by
the "dirty silence."
From speech we naturally turn to the problem of
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language in expressing reality. Like Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi,
Stevens is also distrustful of words, and believes that
language avails not in revealing the true face of reality
because what language makes is a fiction of reality, a
description of reality, not the thing itself: "It is not /
The thing described"

(p. 275) . That is why Stevens is

"tired of the old descriptions of the world"

(CP, p. 204).

In "Banjo Boomer" Stevens also says, "nothing [is] fixed by
a single word"

(OP, p. 114). In speaking of Stevens' view of

language, Marie Borroff points out that Stevens well
understands the nature of language: "Language itself, in
that it embodies the perceptions of the past in fossilized
form, can take on this sinister aspect, hindering rather
than furthering the vital activities of consciousness"

(p.

3). Stevens knows that "what it [reality] has is not what
is / And throws it away like a thing of another time, / As
morning throws off stale moonlight and shabby sleep"

(Palm,

p. 208). Here "what it has" is a description or idea of
reality, but never reality itself ("what is"). Stevens
believes that reality is a separate entity beyond human
language. Stevens, as well as Lao Zi, understands that
"the sombre pages [of reality) bore no print / Except the
trace of burning stars / In the frosty heaven"

(p. 102).

And "the words of things entangle and confuse. / The plum
survives its poems" (p. 70). The perception of the
inadequacy of language in expressing reality is not unlike
the one represented in the last of the haiku by George
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Seferis:

"You write: / The ink grew less, / The sea

increases"

(Collected Poems, p.95).

Here lies a fundamental difference between the Eastern
and Western way of thinking. In the Western tradition,
language is generally identified with reality--eitber in
the classical sense of "logos" or in the religious sense of
"Word." St. John's Gospel begins: "In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God."
Heraclitus says: "Although this account [logos] holds
forever, men ever fail to comprehend, both before hearing
it and once they have heard"

(Kahn, p. 29). But the Eastern

mentality represented by Daoism separates language and
reality, or expression of reality and reality as it is.
Zhuang Zi says:
What the world values is books. Books contain
nothing but words wherein are found values of
sorts. What words value is the sense of things.
The sense of things reaches into something but
that something is not to be conveyed by
words.... What can be seen by seeing is forms
and colors; what can be heard by hearing is
names and sounds. How sad! Men of the world
think that forms, colors, names and sounds are
adequate means to grasp the full feel of things.
But forms, colors, names and sounds are not
adequate to grasp the full feel of things. ^He
who knows does not speak; / He who speaks does
not know. (Fung, pp. 488-9)
So words are inadequate either to encompass the entirety or
to penetrate into the invisible smallest parts and largest
parts of reality. In this respect, Stevens seems to be
Eastern. Both Stevens and Lao Zhuang are protective of the
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wholeness of the original cosmic scheme, which words tend
to dissect into separate parts.
So far, what has been discussed is the philosophical
affinity between Stevens and the Daoist. And this
particular world view has much to do with poetry and
writing poetry, particularly with Stevens' poetry and his
writing. Such a view of reality has greatly influenced
Stevens' theory, style, and material of poetry.
In his essay "The irrational Element in Poetry,"
Stevens identifies "mystery" with the unknown and "light"
with the known, and explicitly defines the unknown as the
source of knowledge, the object of thought, and the
inspiration of creativity. He says:
that the unknown as the source of knowledge, as
the object of thought, is part of the dynamics of
the known does not permit of denial. It is the
unknown that excites the ardor of scholars, who,
in the known alone, would shrivel up with
boredom. We accept the unknown even when we are
most skeptical (OP, p. 228).
Stevens embraces the unknown with passion, understanding,
and quiet happiness. He says, "... not to have is the
beginning of desire. / To have what is not is its ancient
cycle"

(Palm, p. 208). "Not to have" is to liberate reality

from the realm of human senses and intellect and to regard
it as "a vacuum," as Stevens says elsewhere. And yet this
sense of reality produces desire, which by its own
necessity and satisfaction must again impose a certain
order on reality. This is what Stevens means by the
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"ancient cycle." Such a view of the unknown as the origin
and "part of the dynamics" of the known comes close to the
Daoist concept of creation. Lao Zi says that "all the
things in the world are engendered from being; / And being
is engendered from nonbeing"

(Ch. 40). The general design

of Stevens' poetry follows this cycle of starting from and
returning to the unknown, nonbeing. Or at least the
framework Stevens sets up for The Collected Poems of
Wallace Stevens and the framework his daughter Holly
Stevens sets up for her selection of her father's work The
Palm at the End of the Mind suggest such a thematically
circular design. Such evidence emphasizes Stevens'
primary concern with reality in his poetry.

13

The Collected Poems begins with the poem "Earthy
Anecdote" and ends with "Not Ideas about the Thing but the
Thing Itself." Besides its literal and biographical
interpretations,

"Earthy Anecdote" also lends itself to

many possible symbolic interpretations.

14

In light of

Stevens' primary concern with reality, the unknown, the
poem could be interpreted as signifying the relationship
between the mind and reality, the interplay between the two.
Every time the bucks went clattering
Over Oklahoma
A firecat bristled in the way.
Wherever they went,
They went clattering,
Until they swerved
In a swift, circular line
To the right,
Because of the firecat.
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Or until they swerved
In a swift, circular line
To the left,
Because of the firecat.
The bucks clattered.
The firecat went leaping,
To the right, to the left,
And
Bristled in the way.
Later, the firecat closed his bright eyes
And slept. (CP, p. 3)
The plural bucks may represent reality, and the singular
firecat may represent the mind. Just as the bucks swerve to
the left and to the right, evidently trying to evade the
firecat, reality is constantly changing, thus escaping the
grasp of the mind. Reality is ever elusive and finally
unknown, since the poem ends without the firecat catching
the bucks. But the mind attains its satisfaction and
pleasure from the chasing, from the play with reality. This
firecat does not care if he catches the bucks; the playing
is enough and is the final contentment. As Stevens says in
"Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction," "merely going round is
the final good"

(Palm, p. 232). The satisfaction and

contentment on the part of the firecat at the end of the
poem even implies that the firecat is all the more happy
that he has not caught the bucks since he now can chase
them again the next morning after he gets up from the sleep
of the night. If the bucks were caught, the firecat could
play no more. But the bucks of reality will never finally
be caught by the firecat of the imagination. That seems to
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be the final note of the p oem.^
The last poem ending The Collected Poems also has
reality as the subject. The title itself, "Not Ideas about
the Thing but the Thing Itself," apparently indicates such
a preoccupation with the thing itself— reality.
At the earliest ending of winter,
In March, a scrawny cry from outside
Seemed like a sound in his mind.
He knew that he heard it,
A bird's cry, at daylight or before,
In the early March wind.
The sun was rising at six,
No longer a battered panache above snow ...
It would have been outside.
It was not from the vast ventriloquism
Of sleep's faded papier-mache ...
The sun was coming from outside.
That scrawny cry--It was
A chorister whose c preceded the choir.
It was part of the colossal sun,
Surrounded by its choral rings,
Still far away. It was like
A new knowledge of reality. (CP, p. 534)
The dominant word in this poem is "outside," which has been
repeated three times: there is the bird's "scrawny cry from
outside," the sun "would have been outside," and "the sun
was coming from outside." The emphasis placed on the word
"outside" indicates a fundamental separation of the subject
and the object, the mind and reality. It is a final
recognition, or reaffirmation, that reality is beyond the
reach of human mind. You can feel it and imagine it, thus
creating ideas about it— it is "like a sound in his mind"
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(Palm, p. 387). But you can never touch it and see it because
"it [is] part of the colossal sun, / Surrounded by its
choral rings, / Still far away"

(p. 388). But again the final

tone is not one of disappointment, or of despair, but one of
quiet acceptance and profound understanding. The poem ends:
"it [is] like / A new knowledge of reality," which gives
the mind pleasure. So such a framework graphically
indicates that Stevens' poems issue from the unknown and
return to the unknown, from reality to reality. It echoes
what Lao Zi more than two thousand years ago described as
the life of the conscious: "When thousands of things arise
in the mind, / We must watch them return to their root. /
To return to the root is called to tranquilize. / To be
tranquil is called to return to the origin" (Ch. 16).
Stevens says, "It is the rock where tranquil must adduce
tranquil itself"

(Palm, p. 365). Reality in its totality is

the rock.1^
Holly Stevens frames her new collection of her
father's poems with two other poems of the same import. She
uses the poem "Blanche McCarthy" to open The Palm at the
End of the Mind. It is a poem of invitation, requesting
readers to look in the terrible mirror of the sky, and to
"bend against the invisible."
Look in the terrible mirror of the sky
And not in this dead glass, which can reflect
Only the surfaces— the bending arm,
The leaning shoulder and the searching eye.
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Look in the terrible mirror of the sky.
Oh, bend against the invisible; and lean
To symbols of descending night; and search
The glare of revelations going by!
Look in
See how
Of your
Upward,

the terrible mirror of the sky.
the absent moon waits in a glade
dark self, and how the wings of stars,
from unimagined coverts, fly.

Or, is it an invitation to Stevens' own mind? In either
case, Stevens' preoccupation with the unknown, reality, is
obvious and serious.

17

The "dead glass" is a figure for

human sight, standing for all the human senses here. Thus,
what the poem tries to suggest is that human senses can only
reflect the surfaces of reality. The mystery of the
universe is invisible. And by placing this poem, this call
for an inner understanding of reality, at the beginning of
the collection, Holly Stevens seems to affirm that Stevens
does regard the invisible as the aim of his poetry.
From this call for "looking in the terrible mirror of
the sky" (equivalent of the image of the muddy center)
springs Stevens' poetry and again to this great unknown,
his poetry returns. The poem "Of Mere Being" ends the
collection. The final note is not a celebration of the
mind, but a celebration of the palm and the bird, figures
of reality. The final hymn is to the bird, which "sings
in the palm, without human meaning, / Without human
feeling, a foreign song"

(Palm, p. 398). The key passage is

the third stanza in the poem:
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You know then that it is not the reason
That makes us happy or unhappy.
The bird sings. Its feathers shine.
Who is speaking here, the speaker of the poem or the bird,
figure of reality? If it is the persona who is speaking
here, the "us" then will refer to us human beings. Then the
statement that "it is not the reason / That makes us happy
or unhappy" is not true, because human reason does affect
the human self. But an inhuman entity such as a bird here
is incapable of reasoning itself, and it will not be
emotionally affected by the human reason either. So this
stanza is more likely to be the persona's imagining of the
bird speaking to himself. It is the reality that says in
the voice of the bird that it is not human reason that
makes the things in the natural world happy or unhappy, for
human reason cannot touch reality in its wholeness. Reality
is completely alien: it is "the palm at the end of the
mind," and it is the bird which sings "without human
meaning, / Without human feeling, a foreign song." So the
poem is a hymn to the unknown, the beginning and the end of
the mind.

18

It is a call for living "in the world but

outside of existing conceptions of it" (OP, p. 164). To
summarize, this unknown, the muddy center, is the framework
in which Stevens himself views his own poetry and also in
which Holly Stevens views her father's poetry. 19 So the
beginning and final visions of Stevens are not of the inside,
but of the outside, not the known but the unknown. To use
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Stevens' own words again, "the ultimate value is reality"
(p. 166), and "reality is a vaccum"
spirit's true center"
angel"

(p. 168) and "is the

(p. 177). Reality is the "necessary

(LWS, p. 852). The infinity of the universe makes the

activities of the mind possible and satisfies the neverresting mind. If the universe is finite and can be known
once and for all, the mind will soon die. For Stevens, the
life of the mind and the imagination depends on the
infinity of realty, the great unknown. As Stevens says in
"The Rock," the barren reality is like "an illusion so
desired / That the green leaves came and covered the high
rock"

(Palm, p. 363).
This scheme of the mind of Stevens also resembles the

Daoist yin Yang principle, known also as the principle of
the unity of opposites. The known and the unknown, the
unreal and the real, the subjective and the objective— they
are all opposites. Stevens' idea of reality being the
source of the imagination is based on the theory of
opposites. He says:
Two things of opposite natures seem to depend
On one another, as a man depends
On a woman, day on night, the imagined
On the real. (p. 218)
One of the universal principles Daoism attempts to propound
is this same principle of the unity of opposites:

"One yin

and one yang: that is called Tao" (Legge Yi King, p. 278).
Yin and Yang stand for all polarities. Their relationship
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is one of interdependence, as Lao Zi says, "Being and nonbeing give birth to each other" (Ch. 2).
In the above, we see that both Stevens and Lao Zi and
Zhuang Zi believe in the separation of language and
reality. The reality that can be talked about is not the
absolute reality, but a reality restricted, reduced, or
even distorted by the word. So, in order to protect the
totality of things, one should not use words. In other
words, the deverbalized world is the first step toward
grasping the totality of things. Thus, the truest speech is
silence, by which the oneness of things is maintained; and
the highest knowledge is intuitive knowledge.
The ideal of no-speech in understanding and
communicating can be best illustrated by a poem written by
Tao Chien, a famous Chinese poet and Daoist of the fourth
century:
I gather chrysanthemums at the eastern hedgerow
And silently gaze at the southern mountains.
The mountain air is beautiful in the sunset,
And the birds flocking together return home.
Among all these things is a real meaning,
Yet when I try to express it, I become lost in
"no-words." (Chang, p. 19)
When Tao Chien looks at the mountains, the birds, the
flowers, and the setting sun, he sees the beauty and
grandeur in the oneness of nature, which is larger than
human words could possibly express. So he could not utter a
word at the moment in order to protect the wholeness of
nature. He understands the meaning in the things he is
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looking at intuitively without relying on the power of
words to order it.
The experience described in the poem "Metaphors of a
Magnifico" is very similar to the one represented in Tao
Chien's poem.
Twenty men crossing a bridge,
Into a village,
Are twenty men crossing twenty bridges,
Into twenty villages,
Or one man
Crossing a single bridge into a village.
This is old song
That will not declare itself ...
Twenty
Into a
Are
Twenty
Into a

men crossing a bridge,
village,
men crossing a bridge
village.

That will not declare itself
Yet is certain as meaning ...
Of what was it I was thinking?
So the meaning escapes.
The first white wall of the village ...
The fruit-trees.... (Palm, pp. 35-36)
It looks as if Tao Chien were speaking in the voice of
Stevens. Like Tao Chien's poem, this poem by Stevens
exactly echoes Lao Zi's words that "The dao that can be
talked about is not the absolute Dao” (Ch. 1). The
experience of twenty men crossing a bridge into a village
is a whole in itself. There is a total meaning in it. But
if it is argued about, its totality is destroyed. So, to
protect the totality of the experience, the poet has to
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stop using his words and remain silent. Only in this way
can the totality of things be preserved. Stevens asks in
"Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction," "Is there a poem that
never reaches words ...?" (Palm, p. 223). Of course, this is
only a rhetorical question. Stevens knows the answer: the
poem that never reaches words is a poem of intuitive
understanding, and it is the poem of silence. The silence
here is not in the sense of total nothingness; it is a
silence with an enormous sense. It is the silence expressed
in the Chinese saying of poetry: "The sound stops short;
the sense runs on," which Stevens appreciated and
recorded in his journal of May 14, 1909 (SP, p. 222).
The above Chinese saying about poetry expresses the
fundamental character of Chinese aesthetics, the aesthetics
of suggestion. Suggestion rather than representation is the
hallmark of Chinese aesthetics. There are numerous
anecdotes in the history of Chinese art and literature
which tell about the high esteem Chinese poets and painters
held for the aesthetics of suggestion. Here is one of the
most famous. A story goes that the Sung Academy of Painting
once presented the theme "An Ancient Temple in the Deep
Mountains" to the examinees. All examinees tried their
intelligence and skills on the details of the temple except
one, who drew no temple at all, but concentrated on the
mountains and added a small figure of a monk carrying water
at the foot of the mountains. It is this one who did not
draw the temple who won the prize

(Ai, pp. 248-49). The
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temple not being in sight suggests the depth of the
mountains while drawing a monk on the scene points to the
existence of the temple. Everything is done by suggestion.
This aesthetic principle is deeply rooted in Daoism; it is
the Daoist philosophy of the unspeakable, unnamable, and
inconceivable Dao applied to art. Since Dao is hidden from
human perceptions and conceptions, the thing, either an
object or an idea or an emotion, that an artist is to
express should also be hidden and not directly revealed.
The reverence for Dao, for the integrity and completeness
of the ultimate reality in itself, is transformed in art
into a reverence for the object waiting to be expressed.
So, for Chinese artists, the highest art is the art of
hiding or suggesting.
This aesthetic principle of suggestion is also true of
Chinese poetry. One of the famous examples is a little poem
entitled "The Jewel Stairs Grievance" by Li Bai (Li Po,
701-62):
The jewelled steps are already quite white
with dew,
It is so late that the dew soaks my gauze
stockings,
And I let down the crystal curtain
And watch the moon through the clear autumn.
(Pound Personae, p. 132)
Ezra Pound was most appreciative of the poem for its
quality of suggestiveness and made the following comments:
Jewel stairs, therefore a palace. Grievance,
therefore there is something to complain of.
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Gauze stockings, therefore a court lady, not a
servant who complains. Clear autumn, therefore
she has no excuse on account of the weather. Also
she has come early, for the dew has not merely
whitened the stairs, but has soaked her
stockings. The poem is especially prized because
she utters no direct reproach. (Nanny, p. 83)
Though the poem is about the grievance felt deeply by a
court lady neglected by her husband, in the poem itself the
word "grievance," or any of its equivalents, does not
appear. But the feelings and thought of the lady are
strongly felt, and her reproach is silently heard by the
reader. This power of evocation and its psychological
effect on the reader are what the Chinese saying of
poetry--"The sound stops and the sense runs on"--means. A
good poem does not realize itself in the words on the
paper; it realizes itself instead in the mind of the
reader, in the process of the reader feeling the poem. As
Binyon rightly observes, "The Chinese make of evocation or
suggestion an aesthetic principle. In Chinese art and
poetry we find an instinctive avoidance of display, a
reliance on suggestion, a pregnant hint, which is to enter
into the spectator's or the reader's mind and be completed
there"

(Dragon, p. 23). The idea is not far from the one

expressed in Stevens' saying of music: "Music is feeling,
then, not sound; / And thus it is that what I feel, / Here
in this room, desire you, / Thinking of your blue-shadowed
silk, / Is music"

(Palm, p. 9). Sound is the form? music or

feeling is the content. Their relationship expressed here
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in these verses is that the form serves the content and the
form is not the end. This view of the form and content,
expression and meaning, echoes Zhuang Zi's saying of the
words and meaning:
The fish trap exists because of the fish; once
you've gotten the fish, you can forget the trap.
The rabbit snare exists because of the rabbit;
once you've gotten the rabbit, you can forget the
snare. Words exist because of meaning; once
you've gotten the meaning, you can forget the
words. Where can I find a man who has forgotten
words so I can have a word with him?
(Watson, p. 302)
Suggestiveness is also Stevens' aesthetic principle
and a major characteristic of his poetry. For him the
highest art of poetry is also to hide. As he says in "Man
Carrying Thing," "The poem must resist the intelligence /
Almost successfully"

(Palm, p. 281). It [the poem] is "A

brune figure in winter evening [which] resists / Identity"
(p. 281). Numerous poems are written entirely through the
way of suggestion. As an illustration, I would like to cite
the poem "The Red Fern."
The large-leaved day grows rapidly
And opens in this familiar spot
Its unfamiliar, difficult fern
Pushing and pushing red after red.
There are doubles of this fern in clouds
Less firm than the paternal flame,
Yet drenched with its identity,
Reflections and off-shoots, mimic-motes
And mist-mites, dangling seconds, grown
Beyond relation to the parent trunk:
The daz 2 ling, bulging, brightest core,
The furiously burning father-fire ...
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Infant, it is enough in life
To speak of what you see. But wait
Until sight wakens the sleepy eye
And pierces the physical fix of things.
(CP, p. 365)
The title says that this is a poem about a red fern, but
the reader soon sees that the fern is only a figure for the
sun.

20

More accurately, the poem is about sunrise, about

the appearance of the sun out of the cover of night at
dawn. Yet the name of "the sun" is not addressed in the
poem and the movement of the sun rising is not directly
described. As the temple is not drawn by the understanding
painter in the above anecdote of a Sung painting contest,
the sun is not named in this poem. Though they are
different art forms, the aesthetic principle behind them is
the same--to hide or to suggest. And this principle is
present in the Daoist wisdom that the dao that can be
talked about and named is not the absolute Dao.
Now let us return to Tao Chien's poem and Stevens'
"Metaphors of Magnifico." The two poems show that through
silence, or intuition, the total meaning of the experience
is understood. And also through silence, the wholeness of
something could be communicated. This is what Zhuang Zi.
would call "teaching without words"

(Watson, p. 302). Here

is an example. When Bai Yuchien (P'o Yu-chien), a Chan
(Zen) master, was asked about immortality, he answered in
the following words: "When someone asks me about the ways
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of immortality, I speak no word, but silently point to the
falling blossoms"

(Chang, p. 190). Pointing without

uttering a word reveals the highest truth. The last two
lines in "Metaphors of a Magnifico" suggest the same
experience of pointing to something to reveal the meaning
silently: "The first white wall of the village ... / The
fruit-trees." They seem to say, "My friend, lookl This is
what I mean."
The above two poems are extreme examples of the
inadequacy of the word in expressing reality, and of Lao
Zi's wisdom:

"Those who know do not. speak; / Those who

speak do not know"

(Ch. 81). But human beings are not

dumb stones; they have a "never resting mind"

(Palm, p.

158) and have a voice which has to utter what the mind is
thinking of. Then, how can knowledge be possible without
the word? Bai Juyi (P'o Chu-i), a famous poet of the Tang
Dynasty, comments on this paradox humorously:
Those who speak do not know;
Those who know do not speak.
This is what we were told by Lao Zi.
Should we believe that he himself
was the one who knew;
How could it then be that he wrote
no less than five thousand words?
(Chang, p. 30)
The question posed by Bai Juyi and others can be answered
by the analogy of Wuzi Fayan (Wu-tze Fa-yen, ?-H04) , a
Chan master, who says: "1 make an embroidery of drakes and
let you examine and admire them. As for the golden needle,
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I cannot pass it on to you" (Chang, p. 30). Zhang
Chuangyuan (Chang Chuang-yuan) comments: "Thus the words
of Tao Te Ching comprise the embroidery. They are not the
needle itself. But after we admire the art of the
embroiderer our minds may open up to the vision of the
glittering needle itself" (p. 30). The same principle is true
of art and poetry. Artistic forms are the embroidery, and
the contents are the golden needles hidden in the
embroidery. Stevens shares the same view of this principle
concerning the relationship between the form and the
content, as we already saw above. Stevens says in his essay
"The Irrational Element in Poetry," "One is always writing
about two things at the same time in poetry, and it is this
that produces the tension characteristic of poetry. One is
the true subject and the other is the poetry of the
subject"

(OP, p. 221). As Eugene Paul Nassar explains, the

"true subject" is the object as perceived by the poet, and
the "poetry of the subject" is the "irrational 'distortion'
of the object that the imagination performs"

(p. 14) . He

cites "Anecdote of the Jar" as an illustration. In his
opinion, the jar is the subject and the jar's dominion over
nature is the poetry of the subject. So in other words, the
subject is the form of the poem while the poetry of the
subject is the content or idea contained in the form, or
the subject. Then the relationship between the true subject
and the poetry of the subject resembles that between the
above mentioned embroidery and needle. As the needle is not
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seen but can be intuitively felt in the embroidery, the
poetry of the subject, for Stevens, must also be
intuitively sensed in the subject.
The above discussion on the art of hiding or
implication now brings us to the nature of metaphor. The
fact that Lao Zi wrote Dao De Jing to expound Dao, which he
believed could not be spoken of, suggests two things at
once: language cannot be totally avoided in understanding
and communication; and yet there is a special kind of
language which can speak of the unspeakable while remaining
itself speechless. This is the language of metaphor. Bai
Yuchien's experience helps explain why metaphor is a
speechless language. What does he really mean by saying:
"When someone asks me about the ways of immortality, I
speak no word, but silently point to the falling blossoms"?
Does he speak or does he not in pointing to the blossoms?
He has spoken, but he has spoken a silent speech. His
pointing to the falling blossoms is in reality a
metaphorical act, or simply a metaphor itself. The act
actually says: "Immortality is the falling blossoms." By
this logic, metaphor then is more of an act than of a
speech. Bai Yuchien's experience is a fine illustration of
the nature of metaphor. What a metaphor gives is not a
speech, but a speechless speech, a physical act of pointing
to some concrete details of nature for expression. The same
function is true of Wuzi's metaphor of embroidery and the
golden needle. In his answer, he does not say anything
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about the nature of Dao De Jing, but simply points to the
embroidery and the needle.
Stevens' concept of metaphor is similar to the
Daoist's. Stevens says in "Effects of Analogy": "There is
always an analogy between nature and the imagination, and
possibly poetry is merely the strange rhetoric of that
parallel: a rhetoric in which the feeling of one man is
communicated to another in words of the exquisite
appositeness that takes away all their verbality" (emphasis
added. NA, p. 118). The taking away of all their verbality
suggests the silent nature of metaphor, which speaks
without speech. A further illustration of this concept of
metaphor is Stevens' comparison of making metaphor with
painting. He calls the making of "resemblance," Stevens'
term for "metaphor," "the pictorializations of poetry"

(NA,

p. 129). "The mind begets in resemblance as the painter
begets in representation" (p. 129). The pictorial nature of
metaphor is well depicted in this comparison. That
painting is a communication without sound is obvious to
anybody. Therefore, if metaphor is thus equated with
painting, metaphor, in Stevens' opinion, is also a
communication without sound.
In this respect, Stevens is very close to some Daoist
poets. For these poets, poetry and painting are never
separated; they are one. In their paintings, there is
poetry; in their poems, there is painting. Through
metaphor, poetry becomes painting; and through the
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projection of the painter's sense of reality into the
painting, painting becomes poetry. Su Dongpo (Su Tungp'o), a famous poet, painter, and statesman of the Song
dynasty, says: "When I chant the poems of Mo-Chi [Wang Wei]
I sense therein his painting; when I gaze at his paintings
I sense therein his poems"

(Chang, p. 201). Wang Wei

himself realized that he was indeed a painter as well as a
poet: "The present world took me for a poet. / In my former
life I must have been a master of painting"

(p. 201). Wang

Wei was a man absorbed by the spirit of Dao. The purpose of
this identification of painting and poetry is to try to
express without words so that reality may not be restricted
to or reduced by words.
Stevens seems to be very fond of using this method of
pointing to communicate his ideas in poetry. Either in
illustrating his ideas or in answering questions, his
examples and replies are often silently given. For example,
in the poem "Sunday Morning" Stevens says, "And whence they
came and whither they shall go / The dew upon their feet
shall manifest"

(Palm, p. 8). These two verses speak of the

nature of existence, or more specifically of the nature of
human life. When Stevens comes to the point where he must
express the destiny of human life, he does not directly
talk about it, but points to the dew. As the Chan master
Bai Yuchien points to the falling blossoms to express the
idea of immortality, Stevens points to the dew to express
the idea of human existence. They demonstrate the same

iced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

103
aesthetic principle.
Metaphor not only functions to provide a solution to
the dilemma of expression to protect the wholeness of the
thing to be expressed, but also aims to intensify the sense
of the universe as One. In the above, we have seen that
Stevens and Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi regard the world as One,
indivisible and complete, and it is our human senses and
intellect which by nature tend to dissect the wholeness and
Oneness of nature into separate units. It is through
metaphor that the separate units created by human senses
and intellect may be joined together again, as metaphor is
"the creation of resemblance by the imagination"

(NA, p.

72). The process of creating resemblance, or metaphor, is a
process of integration, of unification of seemingly
different things. The theory of metaphor or resemblance is
built upon Stevens' cosmic vision of the world, which, like
that of Daoism, sees the world as an unity, in which
all objects resemble one another. He regards the structure
of reality as one of resemblance. Through recognition of the
resemblance as the structure of reality, Stevens' cosmic
vision unites the whole universe into One. "So, too,
sufficiently generalized, each man resembles all other men,
each woman resembles all other women, this year resembles
last year. The beginning of time will, no doubt, resemble
the end of time. One world is said to resemble another,"
says Stevens in "Three Academic Pieces"

(NA, p. 73).

Metaphor is the extension of this vision of the structure
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of reality to include the imagined, in which the real and
the imagined become one.
The world of resemblance is necessarily a twilight
world. The world of One is the world of the Invisible, the
Inaudible, and the Intangible, as Lao Zi describes in Dao
De Jing. Many would think that the purpose of metaphor is
to clarify things, and the metaphorical world should be
like a noon, at which the obscure idea may stand as clear
as the day.

21

But this thought is wrong m

terms of

Stevens' view of the poetic world and the purpose of
metaphor. The particular view of reality as indivisible
unity, nameless and formless, has become almost exactly
Stevens' view of poetry. 2 2 So in Stevens, poetry, through
metaphor or resemblance, restores people's holistic vision
of the world. The ordinary senses and intellect of human
beings dissect the Oneness of reality by recognizing
distinctions among things. But the poetic vision, through
art, tries to reunify these distinctions into One. This
idea is not unlike the one expressed by Shelley in his
definition of the imagination: "Reason respects the
differences, and imagination the similitudes of things"
(Smith and Park, p. 556). "Reason" here represents the
power of distinguishing things through senses and
intellect, while "Imagination" balances "Reason" by
discovering similitudes in different things. In short, for
Stevens as well as the Daoists, reality is originally a
unity, but is inevitably divided into multiplicity by human
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senses and intellect; and to try to see the similitudes or
resemblances of things is in fact to try to see reality in
its original face again. The descriptions of reality in its
completeness and totality have become the descriptions of
poetry. The poem "Man Carrying Thing" is a fine
il lustration:
The poem must resist the intelligence
Almost successfully. Illustration:
A brune figure in winter evening resists
Identity. The thing he carries resists
The most necessitous sense.

(Palm, p. 281)

A comparison of this description of the nature of poetry
with the description of the Oneness of the universe in
Daoism reveals their similarity. As the Oneness of nature
must resist the grasp of human intellect and senses, the
Oneness of the real and the imagined achieved in metaphor,
or poem, which, in Stevens' view, is the outcome of metaphor,
must also resist the immediate grasp of human intellect and
senses. "A brune figure" is a figure for metaphor, or the
embroidery in Wuzi's terms; "the thing" this figure carries
is the idea the poet wants to express through this figure,
or the golden needle; and "winter evening" is the nature of
the twilight zone of metaphor, in which neither the figure
nor the thing can maintain its identity, thus blending into
one. So Stevens is very positive about metaphor and actually
identifies it with poetry. He says that poetry "is almost
incredibly the outcome of figures of speech" (NA, p. 117)
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and that "a poet writes of twilight because he shrinks from
noon-day"

(p. 122). For Stevens, "That a man's work should

remain indefinite is often intentional"

(LWS, p. 863).

This last statement is the theme of the poem "The
Motive for Metaphor." In commenting on this poem, Helen
Regueiro says that "the poet refuses to arrive at a
metaphor and remains with the motive of a metaphor still
unformed"

(p. 52). And she concludes that Stevens is

negative about metaphor (p. 92). But in light of the theory
of poetry expounded in "Man Carrying Thing" and Stevens'
view of reality, Regueiro's conclusion is inaccurate.
Actually in this poem, the motive for metaphor is expressed
in two metaphors of autumn and spring.
You like it under the trees in autumn,
Because everything is half dead.
The wind moves like a cripple among the leaves
And repeats words without meaning.
In the same way, you were happy in spring,
With the half colors of quarter-things,
The slightly brighter sky, the melting clouds,
The single bird, the obscure moon--The obscure moon lighting an obscure world
Of things that would never be quite expressed,
Where you yourself were never quite yourself
And did not want nor have to be,
Desiring the exhilarations of changes:
The motive for metaphor, shrinking from
The weight of primary noon,
The A B C of being,
The ruddy temper, the hammer
Of red and blue, the hard sound—
Steel against intimation--the sharp flash,
The vital, arrogant, fatal, dominant X.
(Palm, p. 240)
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The motive for metaphor is a desire to create a twilight
world, exemplified in the seasons of spring and autumn,
where things are not quite themselves. The premise of his
theory of metaphor is the inexpressible nature of things in
themselves. Stevens acknowledges this fundamental problem
human beings have to face— things in themselves are the
"things that would never be quite expressed." Thus this
obscure world of things in themselves cannot be
illuminated by the sharp light of human senses and
intellect. Phrases like "the weight of primary noon," "the
ruddy temper, the hammer of red and blue," and "the hard
sound" are figures for the human senses; "the A B C of
being" is a figure for the human intellect of
classification; and "the vital, arrogant, fatal, dominant
X" is a figure for "the Truth." But Stevens does not
believe in the absolute Truth: "It was when I said, / "there
is no such thing as the truth,1/ That the grapes seemed
fatter. / The fox ran out of his hole"

(p. 164). So the

primary noon cannot lighten the obscure world of things,
and Stevens shrinks from noon-day (NA, p. 122). It is the
obscure moon that lights "an obscure world / Of things that
would never be quite expressed, / Where you yourself were
not quite yourself / And did not want and have to be." It
is the moon of imagination that lights an obscure world of
resemblance in which the light of human senses and
intellect is dimmed and things that would never be quite
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expressed are expressed. It is a world of darkness visible.
This is the world the poet enjoys being in, a world of One.
But it is a paradox that an obscure world would be
more visible than the primary noon. Stevens seems to have
accepted this paradox as being true. He says:
The proliferation of resemblances extends an
object. The point at which this process begins,
or rather at which this growth begins, is the
point at which ambiguity has been reached. The
ambiguity that is so favorable to the poetic mind
is precisely the ambiguity favorable to
resemblance. In this ambiguity, the
intensification of reality by resemblance
increases realization and this increased
realization is pleasurable. It is as if a man who
lived indoors should go outdoors on a day of
sympathetic weather. His realization of the
weather would exceed that of a man who lives
outdoors. (NA, pp. 78-9)
Stevens understands that ambiguity arises with resemblance,
but, instead of weakening the sense of reality, it
intensifies the sense of reality. In order to explain this
paradox, here another concept of Daoism may be introduced,
the concept of reversal. Lao Zi says, "The movement of Dao
is reversal"

(Ch. 40). Some of the examples he has given

are:
If one wants to gather something up,
One must first spread it;
If one wants to weaken something,
One must first strengthen it;
If one wants to destroy something,
One must first raise it up;
If one wants something from others,
One must first give it to them.
This is called "subtle truth." (Ch. 36)
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This subtle truth of reversal is based on the principle of
the unity of opposites. For Daoists, it is in the nature of
things that things exist in opposite pairs and one thing
depends on its opposite for existence and operation. Lao Zi
says: "It is the nature of things that / One leads and
another follows; / One inhales and another exhales; / One
is strong and another is weak; / One is loaded and another
is unloaded"

(Ch. 29). This principle is also commonly

known as the Yin and Yang principle.
Stevens understands reality and the expression of
reality to be opposites and the natural law of their
relationship. Resemblance is achieved at the cost of the
clarity of different things and dims the individual
identities of different things, thus making things look
ambiguous. But ambiguity of individual identities only
makes the oneness of nature more eminent and clear. So
Stevens' logic here is also one of reversal. If one wants
to see the oneness of things in resemblances, one must
first make the individual identity ambiguous. So to dim our
human light of senses and intellect is to see the wholeness
of nature; to strengthen our light is to darken the true
face of nature. To dim the light of individual things is to
gain the light of the unity of things; to strengthen the
light of individual things is to dim the light of the unity
of things. So the twilight world of metaphor is the world
of unity, in which parts of reality are one and parts
of imagination are one and parts of reality and parts of
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imagination are one. In this obscure, twilight world, there
is transparence— everything is no longer itself but part of
the sublime whole. A man who sees this transparence, this
unity and wholeness of the universe is Stevens' as well as
Lao Zi's and Zhuang Zi's hero.I

I
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Chapter 5

The Ignorant Man as Hero

Who is the hero in Stevens' poetry? This question has
been a special subject of study for many critics.1 In
Wallace Stevens and His Critics, Abbie F. Willard has
classified critical opinions in this area into three major
groups (pp. 219-22). The first group of critical opinions
on Stevens' hero, represented by James E. Mulqueen and John
Warren Beach, emphasizes the humanity of this figure; the
second group, represented by Robert Pack, emphasizes a
spiritual quality of this figure; and the third group,
represented by Arthur M. Sampley and Joseph N. Riddel,
emphasizes the poetic character. In his article "Man and
Cosmic Man in the Poetry of Wallace Stevens," Mulqueen
identifies Stevens' hero with a modern version of
archetypal Cosmic Man. Such a description of the hero
almost approaches the image of God. In his article "The
Hero," Beach also defines the hero in Stevens as greater
than life-size. But according to Pack in his article "The
Abstracting Imagination of Wallace Stevens: Nothingness and
the Hero," "Wallace Stevens's hero is not a man among us,
but an idea beyond us," existing as an abstraction that
encompasses all individuals and all human possibilities, an
embodiment of the ideal man (Willard, p. 221). Other
critics such as Arthur M. Sampley, Thomas B. Whitbread,
Denis Donoghue, and Joseph N. Riddel emphasize not the
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human or spirit but the poet in the hero figure. Sampley
also elevates the poet-hero figure to the altitude of God.
To Sampley, Stevens' major man is a combination of Plato's
philosopher-king, Nietzsche's superman, and Stevens' own
aspirations as a poet. In short, though critical opinions
differ on the exact identity of Stevens' hero, there is one
thing which seems to be agreed— that the hero should be a
figure of great magnitude. The hero portrayed by these
critics is a superhuman figure, glorified and elevated.
All these critical views of Stevens' hero are formed
within the framework of Western classical and romantic
.

.

.

tradition of heroism.

2

The notion of heroism in this

tradition can be summed up in one phrase, that is,
"striving for individual pre-eminence," in the spirit of
competition or the "survival of the fittest"

(Kahn, p. 12).

The notion is probably best expressed in the following
advice Peleus gave to Achilles:
and ahead of everyone else"

"Always be first and best,

(Iliad XI, p. 784) and in the

words of Byron's hero Childe Harold in Childe Harold's
Pilgrimage:

'Tis to create, and in creating live
A being more intense that we endow
With form our fancy, gaining as we give
The life we image, even as I do now—
What am I? Nothing: but not so art thou,
Soul of my thought! with whom I traverse earth,
Invisible but gazing, as I glow
Mixed with thy spirit, blended with thy birth,
And feeling still with thee in my crushed
feelings' dearth, (p. 78)
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A more descriptive version of this notion is most
eloquently given by Ortega y Gasset. He says:
Such men [the heroes] aim at altering the course
of things.... They refuse to repeat the
gestures that custom, tradition, or biological
instincts force them to make. These men we call
heroes, because to be a hero means to be one
out of many, to be oneself.... This will to be
oneself is heroism, (p. 149)
Thus, for a hero, the most painful thing is to lose his/her
personal identity. As Kierkegaard says in Either/Or:
Can you think of anything more frightful than
that it might end with your nature being
resolved into a multiplicity, that you really
might become many, become, like those unhappy
demoniacs, a legion, and you thus would have
lost the inmost and holiest thing of all in a
man, the unifying power of personality? (p. 164)
In short, the hero in this tradition is someone above,
ahead of, and apart from everyone else. This classical and
romantic hero corresponds to the fictional hero (the main
character or protagonist in fictions) in any of the first
three categories of literary modes formulated by Northrop
Frye, namely, myth, romance, and the high mimetic mode of
epic and tragedy (Anatomy, pp. 33, 66). The fictional hero
of comedy (low mimetic mode) or irony does not fit the
classical and romantic notion of heroism. Thus this second
type of hero is sometimes also called the anti-hero in the
modernist tradition.

4

Stevens' notion of the hero belongs to the modernist
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tradition. He does not intend to create his hero in the
image of God, all-knowing, all-present, and immortal like a
spirit. It is unlikely that Stevens would want to make his
hero a modern god after he has pronounced that "the death
of one god is the death of all"

(OP, p. 165). He also

declared in 1942 that "My interest in the hero, the giant,
has nothing to do with the Biermensch; in fact, I throw
knives at the hero, etc."

(LWS, p. 409). He believes that

a strong mind such as Nietzsche's which produces the idea
of a superman "distorts the world"

(p.

431). His "major

men" are not "Nietzschean shadows"

(p.

485). Moreover,

as we saw in the preceding chapter, Stevens views the
world as an infinite whole and all human faculties of
senses and intellect as finite. Such a recognition of man
and reality can only result in the rejection of the idea
of seeing man as preeminently the orderer and creator of
things.
In practice, Stevens also portrays his hero as much
more humble than many of his critics would want him/her to
be. A brief list of the human figures who appear in
Stevens' poems illustrates Stevens’ true idea of the hero:
the timid girl Ursula, the plough boy, the fat girls, the
old Chinese, the comedian, the indifferent dying soldier,
5
the shearsman, the musician, the singer, MacCullough, the
snow man, the emperor of ice-cream,

the reader, the man on

the dump, and the like. These figures are all ordinary
people and have nothing of the magnitude of a mythical god
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or a romantic hero. But the most shocking example to many
critics may be Stevens' definition of the poet. Instead of
labeling his ideal poet as a God-like creator, he says that
"the poem reveals itself only to the ignorant man"
(emphasis added. OP, p. 160). Though Stevens does not
specify "the ignorant man" as the poet, his implied
identity with the poet is quite obvious in this context.
Logically, since poets write poems and only the ignorant
man has the poem to write, therefore the ignorant man is
the poet. This logical equation can be further supported by
the persona's address to the beginning poet, the ephebe, in
"Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction": "You must become an
ignorant man again / And see the sun again with an ignorant
eye / And see it clearly in the idea of it" (Palm, p.
7
207). And the same image recurs in "The Sense of the
Sleight-of-Hand Man":
It may be that the ignorant man, alone,
Has any chance to mate his life with life
That is the sensual, pearly spouse, the life
That is fluent in even the wintriest bronze.
(p. 168)
The idea of mating one's life with the life of nature is
one of identifying oneself with nature. But to be one with
nature, one must forget oneself. And to forget oneself is
then to become the ignorant man.
This concept of the hero and heroism places Stevens in
g

the Emersonian and Keatsian tradition of heroism.

In his

Representative Men, Emerson claims, "I applaud a sufficient
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man.... But I find him greater when he can abolish himself
and all heroes"

(p. 23). For Emerson, the finest

achievement of the drive to ensure personal greatness is
its very own evaporation: "The genius of our, life is
jealous of individuals, and will not have any individual
great, except through the general"

(p. 189). Keats also

expresses a similar concept of the self. He wrote in a
letter in 1818:
As to the poetical character itself (I mean
that sort of which, if I am anything, I am a
Member? that sort distinguished from the
Wordsworthian or egotistical sublime; which is a
thing per se and stands alone) it is not itself—
it has no self— it is everything and nothing--it
has no character. (Abrams Norton, p. 577)
This line of thought about the hero and heroism is
apparently contrary to the classical and romantic
tradition— "the striving for individual grandeur." All of
them, Stevens, Emerson, and Keats, regard the person who
can forget himself and his individual greatness as the
hero.
This anti-hero concept of the hero is close to that of
Daoism. In Daoism, the hero is also a "loser" in the
process of understanding Dao. For a Daoist, "the individual
self is [also] nothing and the great unity of the universe
is everything"

(Lin, p. 94). So the Daoist hero loses himself

in Dao [Infinity] as a fish loses itself in water. Lao Zi
says:
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In pursuit of Dao
One loses each day.
By continuously losing,
One reaches doing nothing.
By doing nothing,
Everything is done. (Ch. 48)
The idea of losing here is not in the sense of gambling; it
is in the sense that one should remove rational knowledge
from one's mind day by day so as to contemplate Dao
intuitively. This idea is more explicitly expressed in
another remark by Lao Zi:
Doing my utmost to attain emptiness,
Single-mindedly guarding my stillness;
When the ten thousand things arise together,
I contemplate their return. (Ch. 16)
Here, both "emptiness" and "stillness" express an innocent
state of mind. The process of losing one's self, or
contemplating the return of the imagined things is like the
process of Stevens' becoming the ignorant man again and
seeing "the sun again with an ignorant eye"

(Palm, p. 207).

Much fuller expressions of this idea of the hero as a
"loser" are to be found in Zhuang Zi, which has "influenced
Chinese artistic sensibility more profoundly than any other
single book"

(Watson, p. 35). There are many passages in the

book advising one to forget one's self and to be united
with nature. Here is one example: "Drop your form and body,
reject your hearing and eyesight, forget your place in the
hierarchy of things, then you may join in great unity with
the infinite"

(p. 97). When one has forgotten one's self,
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one will no longer feel the barrier between subjective
consciousness and objective reality, but will identify
oneself with everything in nature and wander in the oneness
of the universe. For Daoists, the real self is not the body
and mind, but the free spirit [it may be identified with
the imagination in Western terminology] which is part of
the universal spirit. The idea expressed in those verses of
Stevens'--"the ignorant man, alone, / Has any chance to
mate his life with life"--is similar to this one in Zhuang
Zi. Like the Daoist hero, Stevens' ignorant man as poethero is also a man who forgets his self.
Many readers may be puzzled by Stevens' "ignoble"
equation of the poet-hero with the ignorant man. It is
because they still think in the traditional way--regarding
one's rational knowledge as good and ignorance (absence of
knowledge) as bad. They still look at things from the point
of view of the speaking self as the creator of the world.
But from the Daoist point of view, which Stevens shares,
man's knowledge of reality is by nature only part of the
infinite whole of reality. Thus, the effort to become
ignorant again, to remove the existing rational knowledge
from one's mind, is to free the mind from its limitations
and thus to embrace the whole of reality. Ignorance in this
sense is not absolute nothingness; it is a state of mind
where the imagination is in its pure condition, unclouded
and unblocked by the old imaginings or knowledge. It is
like Emerson's transparent eye-ball which sees through the
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limitations of forms imposed by the human faculties of
senses and intellect.
The relationship between this state of mind called
"ignorance" and poetry is also expressed in the following
statement by Stevens: "Ignorance is one of the sources of
poetry" (OP, p. 173). The meaning implied in this statement
may be clarified by first looking at the following
description of how the mind-forgetting or the emptying of
the mind influences the creative process of the poet by Lu
Ji (Lu Chi, 261-303), a famous early Chinese literary
critic:
At the beginning,
They all stop their seeing and hold in their
hearing,
To think deeply and search widely;
Their quintessential spirits gallop to the
eight extremities of the earth,
Their minds wander to the region thousands of
feet above.
He observes past and present in a moment,
And covers the four seas in the twinkling of
an eye.
He encages Heaven and Earth within form,
And defeats the myriad things at the tip of
his writing brush. (Liu, p. 33)
What Lu Ji expresses here is that when the poet's mind is
clear, all the distinctions of time, space, self, and
objects are obliterated. The ignorance of the mind brings
all things together like the ocean receiving all streams
into its bosom. This emptiness of the mind is also what
Stevens means by saying that "ignorance is one of the
sources of poetry." The emptiness of mind is able to
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receive all things.
The state of "innocence" or "ignorance" in the mind is
what is basically required of a Chinese artist. Laurence
Binyon perceptively noticed:
The Chinese attached great importance to mental
preparation. The painter was to collect his
thoughts, before setting to work, in a quiet
room. The room was to be bright, and there must
be no dust upon the table, and the mind must be
serene. (Dragon, p. 52)
Since we saw in the first chapter that Stevens was very much
interested in all of Binyon's writings, it is very likely
that Stevens had also read this passage. To collect one's
thoughts before one engages in artistic creation is exactly
like the advice the speaker in "Notes Toward a Supreme
Fiction" gives to the ephebe: "You must become an ignorant
man again"

(Palm, p. 207). As a matter of fact, the

prologue of "Notes" is a representation of such a mental
preparation. The state of mind described in "Notes" as
"vivid transparence" and "peace" is rather similar to that
described by Binyon as being "serene." Thus, for both
Chinese artists and Stevens, the serenity of the mind is
the result of such a mental purification or preparation and
the beginning of the artistic process.
Besides, these Chinese artists even required their
environment to be quiet, bright, and clean--to have the
characteristics of "innocence." Such a reverence for the
state of "innocence" in both the mind and the environment
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as the cornerstone or the origin of art becomes almost
religious for many Chinese artists. Mental preparation
becomes a ritual. One of the extreme examples is none other
than Guo Xi, the famous Chinese landscape painter of the
eleventh century, whose article about landscape painting was
read by Stevens in 1909. The story goes that when he sat
down to paint before a bright window, he was careful to
remove all distinctions of things from his mind: he burnt
incense right and left (literally), washed his hands, took
a fine brush and the choicest ink, let his thoughts settle
in his soul, and set to work (Binyon "Painting," p. 20). It
is reasonable to suggest that Stevens may have also read
about this mental ritual by his favorite Chinese painter.
Stevens had a comparable ritual. Though he did not
burn incense, he did seem to engage in a period of quiet
meditation to cleanse the mind before the actual creative
process began. A few poems seem to indicate such a mind
emptying ritual. "The House Was Quiet and the World Was
Calm" is a fine example:
The house was quiet and the world was calm.
The reader became the book; and summer night
Was like the conscious being of the book.
The house was quiet and the world was calm.
The words were spoken as if there was no book,
Except that the reader leaned above the page,
Wanted to lean, wanted much most to be
The scholar to whom his book is true, to whom
The summer night is like a perfection of thought.
The house was quiet because it had to be.
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The quiet was part of the meaning,
part of the mind:
The access of perfection to the page.
And the world was calm. The truth in a calm
world,
In which there is no other meaning, itself
Is calm, itself is summer and night, itself
Is the reader leaning late and reading there.
(Palm, p. 279)
Of course, this fine poem says more than just a ritualistic
preparation of the mind; it emphasizes the effect of this
mental and environmental quietude, which leads to the most
desired creative moment in which the self and outside
reality become one. But for the union of the self and
reality to take place, the "house" of the mind and the
world in the open must both be quiet. As Stevens says, "The
house was quiet because it had to be. / The quiet was part
of meaning, part of the mind: / The access of perfection to
the page." So the house being quiet means that both the
environment and the mind must be quiet before the creative
9
process begins. The importance of this mental preparation
is expressed in the phrase "it had to be"--it is obligated
to be so. And the realization of this empty state of mind,
"no-mind," is the "access of perfection to the page." The
word "page" here, is a figure for poetry.1^ So the
quietness of the mind and the environment is a necessary
condition for creating poetry. The feeling for quietness of
the mind and the environment in this poem is by no means
any less intense than Guo Xi's more elaborate ritual. The
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atmosphere in the poem is no less mystic or religious than
in Guo X i 's experience.
Stevens' belief in the quietude as the precondition
for artistic creation is also testified by Holly Stevens
when she uses "The House Was Quiet" poem to illustrate her
father's life at home. She states that "it certainly was
true of my father and of our house as I grew up; we held
off from each other--one might say that my father lived
alone"

(SP, p. 4). The "it" here alludes to Stevens'

description of his father's life at home in one of his
early letters: "... he lived alone.... he wanted quiet and,
in that quiet, to create a life of his own"

(p. 4). "Like

his father before him," Holly Stevens continues, "he
[Wallace Stevens] needed a quiet place to "create a life of
his own'"

(p. 8). This private life of Wallace Stevens is

the artistic life of writing poetry, which is
preconditioned by quietude.
The prologue to "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction" may
be another fine illustration of the mind-forgetting as
Stevens' poetic ritual:
And for what, except for you, do I feel love?
Do I press the extremest book of the wisest man
Close to me, hidden in me day and night?
In the uncertain light of single, certain truth,
Equal in living changingness to the light
In which I meet you, in which we sit at rest,
For a moment in the central of our being,
The vivid transparence that you bring is peace.
(Palm, p. 207)
This prologue indicates, among other things, that before
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the poem or the poetic lesson to the ephebe begins, there
should be a moment of "peace" to be achieved. In other
words, writing poetry begins not with the poem, but with a
purification of the mind, with a realization of a state of
mind in which the barrier between self and reality is
destroyed: "For a moment in the central of our being, / The
vivid transparence that you bring is peace." The "you" here
refers to "the extremest book," which is a figure for
reality in itself.11 Reality in itself is the extremest
book because it is beyond the reach of human senses and
intellect. We human beings as finite can never see things
in themselves, but only in our ideas of them. As Stevens
says, "What We See Is What We Think"

(C.P, p. 459) and "what

we see is not an external world but an image of it and
hence an internal world"

(OP, p. 191). So what the mental

purification, or the emptying of the mind, does is to
remove our previous ideas of reality from the mind, and in
so doing, we may restore reality to its original form,
which is the formlessness that is called here "the vivid
transparence." In this state of the mind, called
"transparence," the curtain (our human ideas of reality)
between the speaker of the poem ("I"), the naked human ego,
and the "you," the nonhuman reality in itself, is torn down
and the "I" and the "you" are engaged in the direct
contact. This moment of marriage between "me" and "not-me"
is the origin of poetry and the starting point of creative
production or reproduction. And this moment is the result
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of the mind-forgetting ritual.
Besides the above speculations as to the sources of the
ignorant man as hero, there is evidence in Stevens' poetry
to show that the prototype of Stevens1 poet-hero as an
ignorant man is to be found in the figure of the old
Chinese in the first landscape poem of "Six Significant
Landscapes."
An old man sits
In the shadow of a pine tree
In China.
He sees larkspur,
Blue and white,
At the edge of the shadow,
Move in the wind.
His beard moves in the wind.
The pine tree moves in the wind.
Thus water flows
Over weeds. (Palm, pp. 15-6)
This poem describes the persona's experience of viewing a
Chinese painting. As Helen Regueiro points out, "The
merging of the human self and the inhuman world [in the
poem] is reminiscent of Sung paintings" (p. 162). But what
the persona sees in the picture is not just what is at the
surface— the visual representation of the merging of man
and nature, but also what is beneath the surface— how the
merging is going on in the mind of the old Chinese. So the
poem contains both a physical landscape and a mental
landscape. The focus of the poem is on the old Chinese.
What is this old Chinese doing here? As Stevens asks: "Is
it for nothing, then, that old Chinese / Sat titivating by
their mountain pools / Or in the Yangtse studied out their
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beards?"

(Palm, p. 40). Seemingly, the old man is doing

nothing as the poem begins. The first three lines form a
picture which looks like a still life. And yet there is an
activity going on in the mind of the old man; he is
meditating. This posture of quiet meditation finds its
prototype in the figure of Zi Ji (Tzu Ch'i) in Zhuang Zi.
Before answering the question of what the old Chinese is
doing under the pine tree, let us look at Zi Ji's (probably
a Daoist sage's) experience and listen to his answer to a
similar question. In "Discussion on Making All Things
Equal," Zhuang Zi tells Zi Ji's story as follows:
Tzu-Ch'i of south wall sat leaning on his
armrest, staring up at the sky and breathing—
vacant and far away, as though he's lost his
companion. Yen Ch'eng Tzu-yu, who was standing by
his side in attendance, said, "What is this? Can
you really make the body like a withered tree and
the mind like dead ashes? The man leaning on the
armrest now is not the one who leaned on it
before I" Tzu-Ch'i said,"You do well to ask the
question, Yen. Now I have lost myself. Do you
understand that? You hear the piping of men, but
you haven't heard the piping of earth. Or if
you've heard the piping of earth, you haven't
heard the piping of Heaven!" (Watson, p. 36)
What Zi Ji is doing here is trying to lose the
consciousness of his body and mind in order to merge
effortlessly into the universal flow of nature, to be
united with nature, and to be part of it. Both the music of
man and the music of earth are finite; and yet the "piping
of Heaven" is infinite— it is the music of the oneness of
nature. What Stevens sees in this landscape is exactly the
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same situation. The posture of the old Chinese is like that
of Zi Ji. The old man sits as still as Zi Ji, trying to
lose himself, to forget himself, so that he may have a
chance to mate his life with the larger life of the
universe. For a Daoist, the highest aim of life is to live
close to nature and to achieve a harmonious union between
self and nature, both in body and mind.
This union does take place in the following six lines
of the poem. The meditation has prepared the old man for a
sudden awakening, an enlightenment. That he sees larkspur
move in the wind comes almost like a flash of lightning.
The verb "see" here points to a double seeing; it not only
indicates physical sight, but also suggests mental insight.
The physical scene of larkspur moving in the wind suddenly
offers him an insight into the scheme of nature, which is
One, the unity of things. This experience is not unlike the
one described in Wordsworth's poem "I Wandered Lonely As a
Cloud":
I wandered lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o'er vales and hills
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of golden daffodils;
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.
(p. 216)
The finite and tangible world of nature represented by the
form and color of the larkspur is only part of the infinite
and intangible world represented by the wind. At this
moment, the old man's vision seems to turn from the outside
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to the inside. The physical landscape turns into a mental
landscape. The insight into the natural phenomenon of
larkspur moving in the wind immediately leads to the
understanding in the old man's mind that he himself as a
human being is also part of infinite nature. This inner
connection is represented by the old man’s beard moving in
the same wind. He begins to lose himself. He becomes no
longer himself; he becomes a free spirit represented by the
flowing beard (as James Baird says that the beard in
Stevens is a metaphor for the "style of the imaginative
act in art" [p. 56]). His spirit merges into the universal
spirit represented by the wind. He becomes one with all of
nature.
Moreover, the pine tree which at first casts a shadow
over the old man, suggesting the old man’s consciousness of
a separate, alien reality, is also undergoing a
metamorphosis in the mind of the old man. It has become
part of infinite nature, too. In the beginning, we see that
not only man and nature but also one natural object and
another are separated from each other.

(The larkspur is at

the edge of the shadow of the pine tree.) But at this
moment in the enlightened mind of the old Chinese, they are
all united and become one.
This interpretation of the landscape as a
representation of a mental landscape can be further
supported by the last two lines of the poem. The key term
here is "thus." The word "thus" usually refers to mental
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activity. It is part of reasoning. The actual situation may
be that at this moment of enlightenment, the old man moves
his vision to a farther scene and sees a stream flowing
over weeds. He immediately makes the connection that the
water flows over weeds in the same way as the wind moves
over the larkspur, his beard, and the pine tree. The
situation here is not unlike the one in the third stanza in
"Domination of Black"--"Out of the window, / I saw how
planets gathered / Like the leaves themselves / Turning in
the wind"

(Palm, p. 15). In both cases, the sight is

obviously turned into insight. In the old man's holistic
vision, the water, the weeds, the wind, the larkspur, the
pine tree, the old man himself all become one.
But this final holistic union of man and nature is
possible only when the man can forget his self in the first
place. The final winner of the world, the hero, must first
be a loser of his self. Only at this moment of the total
forgetfulness of self, can man be identified with
infinite nature and become a hero. This view of the hero or
heroism can also be supported by the structure of the poem.
We see the key word "move" occurs three times. The moving
of the old man's beard is in the middle. If the three
"movings" constitute a symbolic picture of the wholeness
and union of all the things in the universe, the core of
this union lies in the process of self-forgetting,
symbolized in the flowing beard in the wind, or of becoming
the ignorant man, as Stevens calls it.
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I have already mentioned "Domination of Black" in a
brief comparison to the landscape poem. But the
relationship of these two poems is much closer than a
casual glance can recognize. I would regard them as twins.
Their kinship can be supported by their dates of
composition, both written in 1916, and Holly Stevens has
placed them side by side in Palm. But, more importantly, it
is the similarity of their content which relates them. They
represent two halves of the same story--a story of man's
effort to lose his self in order to merge his self with
reality in the life of both the body and the mind. If the
landscape poem of the old Chinese emphasizes the visual
effect of the union of man and nature and only hints at its
symbolic implication of a mental drama, "Domination of
Black" is a direct presentation of the inner drama of the
same kind of hero. So in the landscape poem, we see the
outside, but in "Domination" we see mostly the inside. But
the landscape poem represents a success story, and
"Domination" represents a failure. Unlike the old Chinese,
the "I" in "Domination" is a failed hero who cannot finally
lose his self, thus being unable to merge his self
completely and happily with nature, the "not me," in
Emerson's terms. 12
When the poem begins, we see that it is as if the old
man sitting under the pine tree by the mountain stream in
China had been transplanted onto the site of a fireplace in
America:
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At night, by the fire,
The colors of the bushes
And of the fallen leaves,
Repeating themselves,
Turned in the room,
Like the leaves themselves
Turning in the wind.
Yes: but the color of the heavy hemlocks
Came striding.
And I remembered the cry of the peacocks.
(Palm, p. 14)
Unlike "Landscape," here we do not see the persona directly
on the scene, but we can strongly feel that he is sitting
quietly by the fireplace among the shadows cast by the fire
in the room. He seems to be meditating, too. The absence of
his physical form on the scene suggests his intention to
identify himself with his ;surroundings or even his initial
success in doing so. Like a Daoist sage whose imagination
is most free when his consciousness of the body and mind
has temporarily been eliminated, that is, when he has
become innocent or "ignorant," to use Stevens' words, the
persona also appears to be most creative as the poem
begins. The poem starts directly from the inner landscape.
In the world of his imagination, the colors of fire become
the colors of the bushes and the fallen leaves, and the
manner in which these colors turn through the room becomes
the manner in which these leaves turn in the wind. In this
world, the persona's sense of the distinctions of self and
others, of inside and outside, of imagination and reality,
of color and sound, of the motionless and motion are all
obliterated. They have all become one. All individual
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identities have been lost in the creative activity of
resemblance in the mind of the "ignorant" hero "I." In the
previous chapter, we already saw that the central image of
the infinity and oneness of reality given by Stevens is the
"muddy centre." The color of the "muddy centre" is
obviously black, in which individual identities are
obscured. So, "the color of the heavy hemlocks / Came
striding" indicates the approaching moment of total
blending of all individual identities of the objects in the
twilight world of the imagination. At the verge of this
grand harmony, of complete union between the self and all
things around, the persona becomes afraid. He begins to
withdraw: he remembers the "cry of the peacocks," which
seems to be opposed to the color of the hemlock and the
total blending of identities.
At the end of the poem, we see that the confrontation
between the color of the hemlock and the cry of the
peacocks is repeated. As we know, the peacock is often
associated with pride. We have the saying that "he is as
proud as a peacock." So the peacock is often the hallmark
of a haughty ego and self-importance. Stevens also
associates the peacock with pride. He says in one of his
letters, "They [Stevens' new books] make me as proud as a
peacock"

(LWS, p. 103). In this poem, the peacock serves

the same function? it represents the ego of the persona.
The crying peacock is the speaking ego of the persona.

13

This identity of the peacock with the proud ego can be
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further supported by the poem "Anecdote of the Prince of
Peacocks." The setting of the poem is the moonlight world,
apparently identified with the world of the imagination.

14

And yet the peacock is the enemy of the imaginary world. He
sets "traps / In the midst of dreams"

(Palm, p. 84). He is

described as "sharp" and "sleepless." So he represents the
conscious senses and mind of the man.
So here at the end of the first stanza, the persona
turns out to be a failed hero. He is unable to lose himself
successfully. His speaking self

("the cry of the peacock")

tenaciously resists the imagination's efforts to unify
separate things into one.
But he does not seem to give up easily. The second
stanza represents a debate in the mind of the persona on
the relationship between self and nature. In this stanza,
the persona seems to be winning the battle against the idea
of the separate self. The first sentence--"The colors of
their tails / Were like the leaves themselves / Turning in
the wind, / In the twilight wind"— suggests that the
persona understands that the self is part of nature,
especially in the twilight world of the imagination. In the
rest of the stanza, the persona seems to continue to
question the opposition between the self and the imaginative
union of the self and nature, since in the world of the
imagination one thing is so much like another and each is
so much part of everything else that the cry of the
peacocks seems to be itself part of the whole process of
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poetic resemblance.
Was it a cry against the twilight
Or against the leaves themselves
Turning in the wind,
Turning as the flames
Turned in the fire,
Turning as the tails of the peacocks
Turned in the loud fire,
Loud as the hemlocks
Full of the cry of the peacocks?
Or was it a cry against the hemlocks?
Though the tone seems positive towards the twilight and the
color of the hemlock, the stanza does not provide a firm
and direct answer. It still ends in questions.
The third stanza marks a final defeat for the persona.
The self again wins the upper hand. This time, the scene is
shifted from the world of the imagination to the world of
reality. The question is not the place of the self in the
process of imaginative creation, but its place in the real
physical world.
I saw how the night came,
Came striding like the color of the heavy
hemlocks.
I felt afraid.
And I remembered the cry of the peacocks.
Here is a realization that the life of reality resembles
the life of the imagination. As the individual identities
die in the whirlwind of the imagination, the individual
forms in the universe also change and die and blend into
the oneness of the cosmos. That is what "night" signifies
here. It represents the transforming power of the universal
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force. It represents the final moment of change— death. So
here the fear of being engulfed by the night is the fear of
death, a permanent forgetfulness of one's self. Stevens'
association of night with death is evidenced in the
following statement he made early in his life: "Night is a
symbol of death"

(Richardson, p. 285). So in both the

physical life and the imaginative life of man, the root
problem is the self, which is the fundamental cause that
prevents him from merging his self with non-human other.
If the persona thinks that his self is part of the cosmos,
he will never regard his death as death, because his self
never dies as part of the whole. But the persona cannot
think in this way; therefore, he is a failed hero from
the Daoist point of view, whereas the old Chinese is happy
to lose his body and mind, thus enjoying life, physical and
imaginative. He is at one with nature.
The theme of the fear of death because of the presence
of the self is a major theme of "Sunday Morning." The image
of the nightfall at the end of the poem, often associated
with death, is very much like the last stanza of
"Domination." The casual flocks of pigeons sinking
"downward to darkness, on extended wings" at evening is
like the planets turning like leaves turning in the wind at
night. But the persona in "Sunday Morning" is not afraid of
the thought of death because he has transcended his self.
He regards his self as part of nature; therefore he
identifies himself with all other things in nature. As he
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realizes, "We live in an old chaos of the sun, / Or old
dependency of day and night"

(Palm, p. 8). In all other things

in nature, he sees himself. So "as April's green endures"
(p. 6), he believes, his self also endures. He is the hero
because he can forget his self. By losing his self to
nature, he gains the whole of nature.
But the Christian woman is a failed hero. Her problem
is the same as that of the persona in "Domination." She is
obsessed by the thought of the self. She says, "But in
contentment I still feel / The need of some imperishable
bliss"

(p. 6). This need is a desire to protect and preserve

self. Her devotion to God is not a pure act of devotion,
but a selfish wish for her self to be saved and to be able
to live forever in paradise. That is her trouble with life
and death. Only when her self can be lost, can she be real
master of her life and a hero of the living earth.
The attitude of the soldier toward death in "The Death
of a Soldier” is based on the same concept of forgetting
self. When the soldier falls, "he does not become a threeday personage,
pomp"

/ Imposing his separation, / Calling for

(p. 35). "The three-day personage" alludes to Christ

and his resurrection. The soldier regards his self as part
of nature; therefore, when he dies, he knows that he will
merge into the clouds which will never die. There is no
resurrection. Without the sense of a self, one does not
have the fear of death. As Lao Zi says, "One has fears
because one has a self. / When one does not regard that
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self as self, / One does not have fear"

(Ch. 13).

In a sense, as physical death is the moment of
complete union of man and nature, in the process of
artistic creation, in the life of the imagination, a
momentary death of the conscious senses and mind is the
most desired moment, in which the self and outside reality
become one. This idea is well represented in "The Snow
Man." The failed hero in "Domination" and the successful
old Chinese in "Six Significant Landscape" are joined
together in "The Snow Man". The snow man is a perfect
example of the ignorant hero who is totally identified with
nature.
The connection between the old Chinese in the first
poem of "Six Significant Landscapes" and the snow man
has been observed by Joan Richardson. She writes, "In "The
Snow Man' it was all he has learned from the "Old Chinese'
whom he wanted so much to imitate"

(p. 516). In her equation,

Stevens, the snow man, and the old Chinese are one. So the
snow man is another variation of the ignorant man.
One must have a mind of winter
To regard the frost and the boughs
Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;
And have been cold a long time
To behold the junipers shagged with ice,
The spruces rough in the distant glitter

Of the January sun; and not to think
Of any misery in the sound of the wind,
In the sound of a few leaves,
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Which is the sound of the land
Full of the same wind
That is blowing in the same bare place
For the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and
the nothing that is. (Palm, p. 54)
This is one of Stevens' most frequently anthologized
and discussed poems. Critical opinions may be conveniently
divided into two opposing groups, depending on how they
interpret the word "must" in the first line of the poem.
One group of critical opinions takes the word "must" to be
an imperative; this reading has become the standard
xnterpretation shared by the majority of critics.

15

Thus,

the received interpretation of the first part of the poem
goes like this; In order to view reality clearly, that is,
to see reality in itself, one is compelled or required by
necessity to have a "mind of winter," that is, a mind which
is free of feelings, prejudices, and illusions; or, if one
wants to view reality clearly, one is compelled or required
to have a "mind of winter." From this point of view, the
"mind of winter" is regarded as positive as well as
possible.
The other group of critical opinions, represented by
David H. Hesla, takes the word "must" to be an inference or
a supposition (Hesla, pp. 250-51). Following this
interpretation, the poem acquires a totally different
reading: "From the fact that someone does not or cannot
think of any misery in the sound of the wintry wind it can
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be inferred that the person has a mind of winter"

(p. 250).

What is implied in this reading is that this fact is
surprising and unbelievable in normal conditions. From this
point of view, the "mind of winter" is then regarded as
negative as well as impossible.
Both interpretations seem well supported and thus
believable. Then can both interpretations be right? There
has not been a third party which has attempted to
reconcile the two and claim that both readings are valid.
Probably the Western tradition of dualism which has
produced an either/or mentality has prevented the
reconciliation from coming into being.

16

This critical

dilemma presented before the reader may actually reflect the
situation confronting the "listener" in the poem. The
listener has to make a choice too. The listener does not
seem to reject one and welcome the other. The listener
accepts both the mind and reality: he/she beholds "nothing
that is not there and the nothing that is." Though
"nothing" is again identified with "reality" or "the
imagined thing,"

17

the paradox of the whole sentence

indicates that both reality and the imagined thing are
accepted by the listener. His frame of mind follows the
both/and pattern, which is deeply rooted in the Daoist
tradition of thought. For the Daoist, two things of
opposite natures do not exclude and reject each other, but
include and depend on each other.
In the very first chapter of Dao De Jing, Dao, the
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ultimate reality, is identified with both "being" and
"nonbeing," the form and the formless of the universe. Lao
Zi says, "These two, being and nonbeing, / Are of the same
origin, / But have different names; / They are both called
mystery"

(Ch. 1). So what people call being and nonbeing,

the form and the formless of the universe, are but two
names of the same entity. The form contains the formless
and the formless contains the form. They are one. They are
one unity with two names. This description of the nature of
Dao has become in Daoism the universal principle of the
unity of opposites. So in the second chapter of Dao De
Jing, Lao Zi continues to say:
Being and nonbeing give birth to each other;
Difficult and easy complete each other;
Long and short show each other;
High and low lean on each other;
Sound and silence harmonize each other;
Before and after follow each other.
This passage shows only a few samples of the unity of
ooposite things. For the Daoist, any one thing is not one
and itself; it is two, and contains within itself the
aspect of its opposite. Also, two things of opposite
natures are not in essence two separate things complete in
themselves; they are but two aspects of one thing. Thus,
both one and the other are true, good, or beautiful. But in
the Western tradition of dualism, two things of opposite
natures are two separate things and either one or the other
is true, good, or beautiful. In this respect, Stevens'
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dualism is closer to that of Daoism.
In "Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction," Stevens
explicitly points out:
Two things of opposite natures seem to depend
On one another, as a man depends
On a woman, day on night, the imagined
On the real.

(Palm, p. 218)

This passage unmistakably shows the affinity of Stevens'
idea of dualism with that of Lao Zi. For Stevens, things
of opposite natures are also one, and both one and the
other in the pair are true, good, or beautiful.

18

Stevens

says in "No Possum, No Sop, No Taters," "It is here, in
this bad, that we reach / The last purity of the knowledge
of good"

(p. 248). In "Esthetique du Mai," Stevens confirms

the dialectic of the goodness of the bad: "The death of
Satan was a tragedy / For the imagination. / A capital
negation destroyed him in his tenement / And, with him,
many blue phenomena"

(p. 257). Also, for Stevens, "The

false and true are one"
of beauty"

(p. 7).

(p. 179) and "death is the mother

(There are numerous passages in Stevens'

poems which express this idea of the unity of opposites. We
will return to this subject in Chapter 7 of this
dissertation.) One problem in Stevens criticism is that
this both/and attitude of Stevens' toward dualism is not
fully recognized. In discussing the relationship between
reality and imagination in Stevens, critics often argue for
the one at the expense of the other; or when the occasion
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arrives that explanation is needed for Stevens'
contradictory comments on the reality-imagination issue,
critics would say that Stevens travels between the two
poles.

19

Few have attempted to say that for Stevens,

reality is the imagination and the imagination is reality;
they are one.

20

The root of this problem of neglect is

embedded in the Western either/or attitude of dualism.

It

is against logic to imagine that two opposite things could
be one and the same. It is irrational. But for Stevens and
the Daoist, this kind of thinking is logical.

These

differences of attitude and logic are most evident in "The
Snow Man" and the criticism of it.
According to Stevens himself, "The Snow Man" is "an
example of the necessity of identifying oneself with
reality in order to understand it and enjoy it" (LWS, p.
464). It is curious enough that though the interpretations
of the poem are so abundant, comparatively little
elaboration has been made of Stevens' own explanation. The
key idea in this passage is the identification of oneself
with reality. Identification means a total resemblance of
things. To identify oneself with reality is to be one with
reality. In other words, the phrase, "identifying oneself
with reality," simply means: oneself becomes reality and
reality becomes oneself. It is the moment when "The reader
became the book; and summer night / Was like the conscious
being of the book"

(Palm, p. 279). For one to become

totally something else, one must lose one's self completely
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so that one can be taken over by another substance.
Similarly, for something else to become oneself, that
something else must lose itself completely so that it can
be taken over by oneself. Though this explanaton of the
idea of identification all sounds murky, it is how Stevens
thinks about the relationship between oneself and reality.
Stevens says in "Things of August":
The world imagines for the beholder.
He is born the blank mechanic of the mountains,
The blank frere of fields, their matin laborer.
He is the possessed of sense not the
possessor, (p. 358)
Here Stevens regards man as being born nothing— the blank.
He is actually the product of the nonhuman others, not-me
in Emerson's terms; his substance is totally the substance
of the world in which he grows up. As he says elsewhere,
"his [man's]

soil is man's intelligence"

(p. 66). In the

same process, by becoming the substance of man, reality
loses its original self and takes up the shape of man. That
is what Stevens means by saying "things seen are things as
seen"

(OP, p. 162). This idea is more fully expressed in

"The Idea of Order at Key West": "And when she sang, the
sea, / Whatever self it had, became the self / That was her
song, for she was the maker"

(Palm, p. 98). So man does not

exist except in the substance of the world, and the world
does not exist except in the senses and the mind of man.
The identification may also be illustrated by a passage
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from Whitman's poem "There was a Child Went Forth":
There was a child went forth every day,
And the first object he look'd upon, that object
he became
And that object became part of him for the day or
a certain part of the day,
Or for many years or stretching cycles of years.
(p. 258)
When the innocent subject (the child) comes into contact
with the object, the subject becomes the object and the
object also at once becomes the subject. From the point of
view of identification, there is no differentiation of
"this" and "that," of the subject and the object. This is
the idea of the identification of oneself and reality meant
by Stevens.
And this idea is what Stevens wants to illustrate by
using the image of the snow man. In the snow man, the
substance is the snow and the shape is the man. The man is
nothing; he is the blank, or, more fitting here, a hollow
shape. In order for him to become solid, his hollow shape
should be filled with snow. The same is true with the snow.
Though it has substance, before it is shaped by any form,
it is nothing, too. When it takes the man's shape, it
becomes the man. This image of the snow man is actually an
image of ourselves as human beings. Our relationship with
reality is identical with that between the snow and the man
in the snow man. Reality is the snow, the substance of our
being. We are nothing but a hollow shape (in every sense,
physical as well as mental). Our true substance is reality,
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and reality takes our shape. As the snow man cannot exist
without either one of the elements, man cannot exist
without reality and reality cannot have shape without man.
So man is the snow man because he is not himself and yet he
is. Reality is also the snow man because it is not itself
and yet it is. Therefore, man and reality are by nature
one.21
This idea of the snow man is very close to the parable
of the Golden Lion told by Fazang (Fa-tsang) of the seventh
century, the founder of the Hua Yen School of Chan (Zen) in
China. One day he was lecturing at the royal court. He was
faced with the difficulty of expounding the theory of the
identification of appearance and reality. Fazang pointed
to a statue of a golden lion in the court and delivered his
famous parable. Gold symbolizes reality, and the lion, he
said, symbolizes appearance. Reality is formless by itself
but assumes any form that circumstances give it. Similarly,
gold has no nature of its own but is shaped into the form
of a lion as its appearance. On the other hand, the lion is
merely a form or an appearance, which has no reality of its
own— it is entirely gold. When gold absorbs the lion
completely, the lion has no existence as a separate entity.
The existence of the lion is wholly dependent upon the
existence of gold. Without the gold there would be no lion.
That is to say, without reality there can be no existence
of appearance. On the other hand, the lion represents the
appearance of gold; without the form of the lion there is
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no expression of gold. Appearance reveals the existence of
reality. The gold and the lion harmoniously co-exist. The
same principle holds true with the relationship between
reality and man. The world of reality is none other than
the world of sense and intellect; the world of sense and
intellect is none other than that of reality. They are one
complete world.
The interdependence and interaction of man and nature,
imagination and reality, are Stevens' constant belief. This
belief is most obvious in his comment on the significance
of the play "Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise":
The point of the play ... is ... in the last
sentence of the final speech. God forbid that I
should moralize. The play is simply intended to
demonstrate that just as objects in nature
affect us, as, for example,
Dead trees do not resemble
Beaten drums,
so, on the other hand, we affect objects in
nature, by projecting our moods, emotions, etc:
an old man from Pekin
Observes sunrise,
Through Pekin, reddening. (LWS, p. 195)
So the relationship between man and nature is dialectic,
and the interreaction is desirable and necessary.
Seen in this light, the winter mind does not seem
22
welcome and the misery does not seem undesirable.
The
accepted reading of the first part of the poem then becomes
questionable. From the Daoist point of view, the poem is
not one about the absolute value of the mind of winter in
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confrontation with reality, but one about the
identification of self with nonself or the inseparability
of self and nonself in our life, physical and artistic. The
image of the snow man is not to imply the cold mind, or the
mind of winter, but to imply the identification of oneself
and reality as Stevens himself has intended. The snow man
represents an enlightened man who has a double vision, who
sees anything from two perspectives simultaneously. The
problem with the "one" is that he can see a thing only from
one perspective at one time. When he sees the barrenness of
the winter landscape and thinks of misery in it, he sees
the scene from the human perspective. He projects his
feeling into the landscape (Hesla's reading). When he
realizes that pain is only human and reality is inhuman, he
turns to the other extreme; he thinks that he must see
things from the perspective of things (the standard
reading). Therefore, he decides to purge any feeling from
his mind and makes his mind turn cold and become no-mind.
He can never accept the two at once, as many critics cannot
accept both readings at once. In his mind, self and reality
are always separate. He cannot transcend the dichotomy of
"this" and "that." He can only see either "this" or "that."
The first part of the poem is about this dilemma faced by
the "one." There is always a gap between self and reality
in this kind of thinking.
But the listener in the poem sees the landscape
differently. He is opposed to the character identified as
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the "one" in the first part of the poem. The structure of
the poem seems to imply a contrast between the "one" and
the listener. The "one" starts out seeing the winter
landscape and ends with thinking misery in the sound of the
wintry wind; but the listener begins with hearing the same
sound in the same wind and ends with seeing the landscape.
The structure is obviously one of reversal. So, whatever
identity the listener may have, he is not the "one," but
its opposite. This difference in identity is also evident
in the things that the listener sees in the same landscape.
The "one" only sees that the things are not what the human
mind makes them out to be but does not see that things are
also what the human mind makes them out to be; or he sees
that the things are what the human mind makes them out to
be but does not see that things are also not what the human
mind makes them out to be. But the listener sees things
from the two perspectives of man and nature at once; he
beholds "nothing that is not there and the nothing that
is." As Hesla says, "'nothing that is not there' is the
something that is in the scene— the junipers and spruces,
the sun, the ice, the leaves, and the sound of the wind,
and 'the nothing that is' is the 'misery,' representing any
form of human thought and feeling"

(p. 259}. So it is the

double vision against the single vision. It is the vision
seeing self and nonself as one against the vision seeing
self and nonself as two. When one sees self and nonself as
one, one identifies one's self with the nonself. When one
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sees self and nonself as two, one can never find peace with
the nonself. This idea is what I see in Stevens' statement
that identifying one's self with reality is a necessity. If
the listener is to be identified with the snow man, he is
the snow man in the sense that he contains the double
vision of reality and man, and that he is the man who is
both his self and reality, not in the sense that he has a
winter's mind, unfeeling and unresponsive to reality.
The idea of seeing the opposites as one is one of the
basic concepts of Daoism. Zhuang Zi says:
Therefore the sage does not proceed in such a
way, but illuminates all in the light of Heaven.
He too recognizes a "this," but a "this" which
is also "that," a "that" which is also "this."
His "that" has both a right and a wrong in it;
his "this" too has both a right and a wrong in
it. So, in fact, does he still have a "this" and
"that"? Or does he in fact no longer have a
"this" and "that"? A state in which "this" and
"that" no longer find their opposites is called
the hinge of the Way [Dao]. (Watson, p. 40)
The word "light" in Daoism means the understanding of Dao.
To see things through the light is to see the opposites as
one and to see all things as one. The listener in Stevens'
poem is just such a man who has seen the light because he
blends the oppositions of self and nonself into one and
enters into the unity of all things.
But to obtain this light, one must lose one's self
first. Before the listener can behold "nothing that is not
there and the nothing that is," he has to be "nothing
himself."

Hesla interprets "nothing himself" as simply to
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mean a human being— "the listener himself is ''nothing, 1 no
thing, not a thing"

(p. 251) . But not every ordinary human

being can obtain the Heavenly double vision. The "one"
seems to represent an ordinary man, not the listener. That
is why Stevens uses the indefinite pronoun "one" to suggest
any ordinary man who usually sees things from the either/or
perspective. It needs a special man to transcend the
dichotomy of opposites and differentiations of things. This
special man is the listener, the snow man. "Nothing
himself" should thus be understood as such a transcendence
of human self. But this transcendence is not the ascension
toward heaven, but the dissolution of self and the merging
of the self into all things. The dissolution of self is
illustrated in the poem by the fact that the listener
forgets the distinctions among his senses. "The listener
who listens in the snow, / And nothing himself, beholds /
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is." We see
the transition from "listen" to "behold." "Nothing himself"
implies a transcendence of human senses and intellect.
Listening and beholding are interfused. He listens not with
his ears but with his eyes. The ordinary mind may regard
the listener at this moment as confused and ignorant. But
in the eye of Daoist sages, this man is the enlightened one
who sees all things as one. Zhuang Zi says:
Don't listen with your ears, listen with your
mind. No, don't listen with your mind, but listen
with your spirit. Listening stops with the ears,
the mind stops with recognition, but spirit is
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empty and waits on all things. The Way [Dao]
gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the
fasting of the mind. (Watson, p. 58)
"The fasting of the mind" is the state of mind in which all
the differentiations of self and nonself, of the senses,
and of the senses, reason, and imagination are
eliminated. It is in this sense that the listener is
"nothing himself" and that he is identified with the snow
man, the ignorant man, the old Chinese, and the loser of
the self as hero in Daoism. This man is also Stevens' hero.
And it is this part of the hero in Stevens that has not yet
been fully recognized.
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Chapter 6

The Inactive Imagination

It is generally agreed that the central subject of
Stevens' poetry is the relationship between the mind and
the world, imagination and reality.'1' In Chapter 4, the
subject of reality in Stevens was discussed. The present
chapter will focus on the subject of the imagination.
The idea of the imagination, as understood in the
Romantic period and as we still understand it today, is
related to the idea of creativity. The "imagination" and
"creativity" are often regarded as synonyms.

2

A distant

precursor of Romantic theories of the imagination
developed by Coleridge and his contemporaries is Plotinus,
a neo-Platonist of A.D. 205-270, who says in defending art
against Plato's attack: "We must bear in mind that the arts
do not simply imitate the visible, but go back to the
reasons from which nature comes; and further that they
create much out of themselves, and add to that which is
defective, as being themselves in possession of beauty"
(emphasis added. Smith and Park, pp. 4-5). This idea of
art creating another nature which is more beautiful is
later found in Scaliger's Poetics. Scaliger says: "...
the poet depicts quite another sort of nature, and a
variety of fortunes; in fact, by so doing, he transforms
himself almost into a second deity"

(Smith and Park, p.

157). Here the comparison of the poet with a deity implies
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the making of the work of art as an act of creation.
Repeating Scaliger, Sidney also claims in An Apologie for
Poetry:
onely the Poet, disdayning to be tied to any such
subjection, lifted up with the vigor of his owne
invention, dooth growe in effect, another nature,
in making things either better then Nature
bringeth forth, or quite a newe formes [sic] such
as never were in Nature, ... Nature never set
forth the earth in so rich tapistry, as divers
Poets have done, ... Her world is brasen, the
Poets only deliver a golden, ...
(Smith and Park, p. 195)
In these earlier statements which anticipate the Romantic
imagination, we find that they only describe the purpose
and the result of the creative imagination, which are to
make something better--more beautiful or more ideal— or
something new out of nature; they do not tell how the
creative imagination works. And the task of defining the
process of the imagination is left for the Romantics.
Though the Romantics are also concerned with the
purpose and the result of the imaginative creation and
thus arrives at views, which are different from the
classical and neo-classical views and emphasize personal
3
expression rather than public moral education, they are,
nonetheless, preoccupied with the process of the
imagination. Generally speaking, they think that the
imagination creates by "association" or "synthesis." 4 In
other words, the imagination creates by fusing diverse
elements such as images, ideas, emotions, memories into one
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organic unity. The best description of this process of the
imagination is probably given by Coleridge. As Abrams says,
"Of all his contemporaries, Coleridge was the most
concerned with the problem of how the poetic mind acts to
modify or transform the materials of sense without
violating truth to nature"

(Mirror and Lamp, p. 55). In the

following passage he decribes the process of the
imaginative fusion:
Images, however beautiful, though faithfully
copied from nature, and as accurately represented
in words, do not of themselves characterize the
poet. They become proofs of original genius only
as far as they are modified by a predominant
passion; or by associated thoughts or images
awakened by that passion ... or lastly, when a
human and intellectual life is transferred to
them from the poet's own spirit, "which shoots
its being through earth, sea, and air."
(Mirror, p. 55)
Here the creative act is decribed as a modifying action of
passion, that of animating the inanimate, the transference
of the spirit of the observer to the things observed, thus
uniting feelings and objects into one artistic whole. This
act was, as Abrams points out,

"eminently the preoccupation

of romantic poets and theorists"

(p. 55).

But the synthesizing process of the imagination, in
Coleridge's mind, is inferior to another kind of
imaginative activity, that of re-creation, which he calls
the "secondary imagination." He says in Biographia
Literaria, "It [the secondary imagination] dissolves,
diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate: or where this
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process is rendered impossible, yet still at all events it
struggles to idealize and to unify"

(Smith and Park, p.

525) - Here the process of idealizing and unifying refers to
the synthesizing, or associating, activity of the
imagination. But this kind of imaginative process is used
only after the first kind of imaginative process, the
recreating process, is "rendered impossible." To recreate
is to make something new. So the purpose of the imagination
has not been changed in the Romantic period. It is still in
line with the classical and neo-classical notion of the
purpose of the imagination: to make something more
beautiful and more ideal or to make something new. The
Romantics add to the creative theory the description of the
means to the end. They say that the imagination creates by
first "dissolving the fixities and definites— the mental
pictures, or images, received from the senses"

(Abrams

Glossary, p. 60) and then recreating a new unity. Though
the two processes are different in form and purpose, they
share one common characteristic, that is, the imaginative
process must be active, reaching out for something new or
different. Therefore, for the Romantics, the imagination is
generally regarded as an active force of creation.
At one point, Stevens seems to agree with the Romantic
view of the imagination as an actively creative force. He
says that the imagination is "a power of the mind over
external objects, that is to say, reality"

(NA, p. 136). He

further explains, "When I speak of the power of the mind
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over external objects I have in mind, as external objects,
works of art as, for example, the sculptures of
Michelangelo . .., or, in architecture, the formidable
public buildings of the British or the architecture and
decoration of churches, ..." (p. 137). In this definition,
the imagination as an active force of the mind to create
works of art from nature is rather obvious. By "works of
art," Stevens apparently means here not only works of the
fine arts but also any work man has made cut of nature,
say, a house, a machine, and others (as suggested by
the phrase "in architecture"). The imagination is thus seen
as manifested or embodied in the works of art.
But this active appearance is not the only quality
Stevens attributes to the imagination. He also says that
the imagination is "metaphysics"

(p. 136). By

"metaphysics," Stevens means that like the metaphysical
term "God," the imagination as metaphysics "belongs to a
reality which transcends the world of sense-experience"
(p. 138). Therefore, to say it exists is "neither true nor
false"

(p. 138). In this definition, the imagination

becomes a free agent like a spirit. In other words, when
the imagination is in the metaphysical state, it returns to
the uncreated state from the created state as embodied in
"works of art" or in systems of belief. So the imagination
is also a decreative force of the mind, which constantly
liberates the imagination from its own creation. The
decreation is used in the way Simone Weil has defined it.
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Stevens has cited Weil's definition in his essay "The
Relations between Poetry and Painting": "She says that
decreation is making pass from the created to the
uncreated, but that destruction is making pass from the
created to nothingness. Modern reality is a reality of
decreation, in which our revelations are not of belief, but
the precious portents of our powers"

(pp. 174-75). In light

of this, the reality of the imagination as metaphysics is
thus a reality of decreation, in which the imagination is
totally free, belonging to nothing but itself; it
functions not according to the fixed ideals, but to its
own free will.
The decreative power of the imagination as metaphysics
is also called "abstraction" by Stevens. He says, "the
imagination is the only genius. It is intrepid and eager
and the extreme of its achievement lies in abstraction"
(p. 139). The words "achievement" and "abstraction," though
nouns, imply action, or activity. So the imagination as
metaphysics is further proven in this statement not only as
a static state of the mind, but also as a dynamic process.
So to be metaphysical is to be abstract, to be out of
fixed forms, to be neutral, to be free. The best footnote
to the concept of

"abstraction" is in the first section of

"Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction": "It Must Be Abstract."
The process of abstraction, the function of the decreative
force of the imagination, is to dissolve the fixed human
mind, to make the man an "ignorant" man again and thus make
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the sun appear in its own color. It is a power which makes
both man and nature return to their original form or state
of being, the blank, full of potentials. Such a decreation
is also called by Stevens "the liberty of the mind"
(p. 138), and it makes ever new creations possible.
Therefore, for Stevens, the imagination is a paradox:
it is the decreative force of the mind as well as the
creative force of the mind; it is a force which creates
itself as well as decreates itself. When it manifests
itself in a work of art or in a religion, it creates or
realizes itself; when it rejects a work of art or a
religion in which it is embodied, it decreates or releases
itself from the fixity, thus becoming alive again. Then it
can work itself into another form and create again. So it
is a paradoxical entity; it is a force which contains
within itself two opposite principles which interact and
change each other. When the mind is normally understood as
the agent which shapes things, it is not the; equivalent of
the imagination in its entirety. Only when the mind is
understood, as Stevens understands it, as a double agent
which both shapes things and liberates things from
their shapes, can it be used as an equivalent to the
imagination. So, the mind, or the imagination, is a living
thing capable of change. When it gives shapes to things, it
manifests itself and becomes a thing, a being. It creates.
But when it withdraws from the shapes that it has given, it
dissolves itself and becomes a free agent. It decreates.
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Here another paradox results: decreation gives life;
creation results in death. It is so because when something
is created, the imagination which creates it naturally is
embodied in it and thus dies with it; whereas when this
imagined something is decreated, the imagination is brought
back to life again. So Stevens says, "We say of the moon,
it is haunted by the man / Of bronze whose mind was made up
and who, therefore, died"

(Palm, p. 337).

The comparison Stevens has made between the
imagination and feeling very well demonstrates this
paradox. He says, "It [the romantic wish-fulfillment] is to
the imagination what sentimentality is to feeling. It is a
failure of the imagination precisely as sentimentality is a
failure of feeling"

(NA, pp. 138-9). Here the imagination

is compared to feeling, while the romantic wishfulfillment is compared to sentimentality. Sentimentality
is a failure of feeling because the excessive emotion
represented by sentimentality dulls the sensibility of
feeling. In other words, sentimentality imprisons feeling
through excess. The same situation is true of the romantic
wish-fulfillment, which is a failure of the imagination
because it imprisons the imagination through its singleheadedness. Here we also see Stevens’ negative attitude
toward the romantic imagination, which he calls "wishfulfillment." In other words, for Stevens, the romantic
imagination seems too active, purposeful, and conscious—
attributes which lead to the fixation of the imagination.
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So the ideal imagination should be passive, spontaneous,
and unconscious.^
Such a paradoxical nature of the imagination as
realized by Stevens is exactly what Lao Zi attributes to
Dao, the ultimate reality. Dao is both "being" and
"nonbeing." "Nonbeing" is named the beginning of heaven and
earth, or the uncreated state of things. "Being" is named
the mother of myriad things, or the created state of
things. Therefore, to dwell in the state of "nonbeing," Dao
remains a mystery. To dwell in the state of being, Dao
manifests itself. These two, "nonbeing" and "being," are of
the same origin, but have different names. They are both
called mysteries. Their interaction is the gate to all
mysteries (Ch. 1). The operation of Dao, or the creation
and decreation of reality itself, is like the operation of
the universal mind. So for the Daoist, the imagination of
the human being must operate in the way Dao does. It is
also both being {Stevens' power of the mind over external
reality) and nonbeing (Stevens' imagination as
metaphysics). And it is both to be and not to be. It must
create and decreate.
The equivalence of Dao and the mind or imagination in
Daoism can be illustrated by the following sermons given by
Daoxin (Tao-hsin, ?--A.D. 651), the fourth patriarch of
Chan (Zen) in China, on "The Abandoning of the Body":
The method of abandoning the body consists first
in meditating on Emptiness, whereby the
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[conscious] mind is emptied. Let the mind
together with its world be quietened down to a
perfect state of tranquillity; ... When the mind
is tranquillized in its deepest abode, its
entanglements are cut asunder. How unfathomable!
How abysmal! The mind in its absolute purity is
the Void itself.
(Suzuki Essays, 2nd Series, p. 31)
Such words as "unfathomable" and "abysmal" are exactly the
words used in Chapter 21 of Dao De Jing to decribe Dao in
the state of nonbeing: "How unfathomable! How abysmal!
Within, there is Essence!"

(Suzuki, p. 31). The word "Void"

is another identity of Dao. So the last sentence in
Daoxin's passage simply says: the mind in its purity is Dao
itself. For the Daoist, the way of Dao is the way of man;
therefore, the way of the mind must follow the way of Dao.
As the way of Dao creates and decreates as manifested in
the eternal cycles of seasons, the way of the human mind
follows the same rhythm of creation and decreation. This
idea is the Daoist notion of the imagination. Stevens' view
of the imagination is similar. For example, the word
"climate" is often used by Stevens to describe the
operation of the mind. He says in "The Sail of Ulysses,"
"Like things produced by a climate, the world goes round in
the climates of the mind" (Palm, p. 391). In this sense,
for the Daoist. as well as for Stevens, the imagination and
reality are one, and the most imaginative way is nature's
way. Nature's way is spontaneous, unconscious,
unpurposeful, and responsive.
So for both Stevens and the Daoist, the imagination
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creates conditions that will favor letting things happen
as nature does. The most imaginative mind is the
peripheral, inactive mind of the unconscious. For the
Romantics, the most imaginative mind is the clear and
£

active mind of the conscious.
Like the Daoist who treats Dao in its state of
nonbeing as the more important of the two veilues, or two
aspects, of the imagination, Stevens also seems to give
more attention to the imagination as metaphysics, as a
decreative force which dissolves the world of shapes and
forms of the imagination's own creation. He says, "In any
case and without continuing to contrast the two things

[the

romantic and the imagination], one wants to elicit a sense
of the imagination as something vital. In that sense one
must deal with it as metaphysics"

(NA, p. 139). Apparently,

Stevens here regards the imagination as metaphysics as more
important in the sense that it represents the vitalizing
7
aspect of the imagination.
But it may not be just to say
that Stevens favors one over the other. It is only that
most people understand the imagination as a creative power
so well that they usually overlook the other side of the
imagination. Stevens' intentional bias aims to balance
people's opinions. People generally neglect the truth that
for the creative action to take place, there must be a
decreated condition. A simple illustration would be naming
a child. Naming is a creative act, but the child can be
given a name because it has no name yet; therefore the
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creative act is possible, if a child already has a name,
the creative act of naming will not be possible unless the
old name be abandoned first and the child becomes nameless.
It is what Lao Zi calls the working of Dao— reversal. If
you want to create something, you must first decreate it;
if you want to decreate something, you must first create
it. That is why Lao Zi advises people, "Know the male,
but keep to the female"

(Ch. 76). And also:

He who is to be made to dwindle
Must first be caused to expand.
He who is to be weakened
Must first be made strong.
He who is to be laid low
Must first be exalted to power.
He who is to be taken away from
Must first be given—
This is the Subtle Light. (Ch. 36)
So for Daoists, there is no such separate thing as creation
or decreation because the two are one. Creation involves
the process of decreation, and decreation also leads to
creation. They are the same thing but given two different
names. They are two sides of a coin. The same is true of
Stevens' view of both the creative and decreative aspects
of the imagination.
We have already seen that the imagination is a double
agent for Stevens, one which serves both sides of the
imagination as decreator and creator. Now we. need to
examine in some detail what it decreates and creates and
how it decreates and creates. The poem "Man and Bottle" may
be a good illustration of what and how the imagination
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decreates.
In this poem, the mind, synonym for the imagination
here, is first defined as "the great poem of winter":
The mind is the great poem of winter, the man,
Who, to find what will suffice,
Destroys romantic tenements
Of rose and ice
In the land of war. More than the man, it is
A man with the fury of a race of men,
A light at the centre of many lights,
A man at the centre of men.
It has to content the reason concerning war,
It has to persuade that war is part of itself,
A manner of thinking, a mode
Of destroying, as the mind destroys,
An aversion, as the world is averted
From an old delusion, and old affair with the
sun,
An impossible aberration with the moon,
A grossness of peace.
It is not the snow that is the quill, the page.
The poem lashes more fiercely than the wind,
As the mind, to find what will suffice, destroys
Romantic tenements of rose and ice.
(Palm, pp. 173-74)
Though Stevens uses the word "destroy" in the poem, the
word does not imply the meaning of destruction as
expressed in Weil's definition --"making pass from the
created to nothingness." Instead, the "destroy" seems to
be used here interchangeably with the "decreate." The
"romantic tenements of rose and ice" represent the works of
art which the imagination has created. So the destruction
of these creations of the mind should not be literally
understood as a physical annihilation. The destruction here
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actually means the decreation, the effort of the mind to
free itself from the existing modes of the imagination in
order to create new modes. So in the following discussion
of this poem, the words "destroy" and "destruction" are
used in the sense of decreation.
In this poem winter becomes the manner of the mind.
This connection reminds us of "a mind of winter" in "The
Snow Man." But the wintry manner of the mind in this poem
is different from that in "The Snow Man." In the latter,
the mind acts to freeze itself, to be cold a long time so
that it may become ice. So it is a static force. But in the
former, the mind acts not only to destroy summer,
represented by the "rose," but also to destroy winter
itself, represented by the "ice." So it is a dynamic force.
Again, this mind is the winter mind of the listener, the
snow man in "The Snow Man," the ignorant man as hero, which
destroys both the snow and the man in order to be the whole
of the snow man. The "rose" and the "ice" here are another
pair of images for the "misery" and the "mind of winter."
So the real manner of winter is to be free, not only free
from the fulfillment of summer, but also free from the
O

death of winter itself.

It is the winter in Shelley's

famous "Ode to the West Wind," "0 Wind, / If winter comes,
can spring be far behind?" So the real value of winter lies
in clearing ways for spring, for new life, not in the ice
itself.
The mind is also personified as "the man," who is a
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soldier engaged in war. The war becomes another manner of
thinking, a manner of the mind, a mode of destroying. What
the mind is fighting with in the war is the "old delusion,
an old affair with the sun [figure for reality], / An
impossible aberration with the moon [figure for the
romantic imagination of fancy, or wish-fulfillment], / A
9
grossness of peace [figure for indifference]." This is
what Stevens means by stating that "the imagination is the
liberty of the mind"

(NA, p. 138). But the destruction is

not the final purpose as the winter is not the final
season. Stevens believes that the destruction, as
symbolized in winter and war, is only a means to the goal
of creation, a necessary step leading to creation. This
meaning is implied in the first verse of the last stanza,
"it is not the snow that is the quill, the page." The snow,
figure for winter and pure reality, is not the final poem.
The final poem is in the ever new figurations of the wind
and the snow. In short, what the imagination destroys is
the static situation, the permanence of any particular
thought of reality, which is neither spring, summer,
autumn, nor winter, not any one of them, but all of them in
the endless cycle. Reality is, as Stevens puts it, "an
impermanence in a permanent cold"

(CP, p. 526). The

permanent cold is not the snow, the winter, but the empty
hub of the ever turning wheel of the universe, the center
of change. The wheel does not change, but any one point on
the wheel endlessly changes to the next.
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So the imagination is an active force of destruction,
or decreation rather, because it actually destroys nothing-"nothing

[is] changed by the blue guitar"

(Palm, p. 135).

And then how does it behave in the act of creation? How are
the ever fresh figurations of the sun and moon created?
Interestingly enough, Stevens seems to ascribe a
passive character to the imagination in the process of
creation. One of the most explicit examples of the
imagination as a passive force in the act of creation is
the poem "Anecdote of the Jar."
"Anecdote of the Jar" is one of the most anthologized
poems by Stevens. I tend to regard it as an allegory of the
creative act of the imagination.^ It cannot be realistic
or literal because no one is likely to put a jar on a hill
in Tennessee and see the miracle of "the wilderness
[rising] up to it." Such a miracle only happens in the
fable, in poetry, in the world of the imagination.
I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill.
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.
The
And
The
And

wilderness rose up to it,
sprawled around, no longer wild.
jar was round upon the ground
tall and of a port in air.

It took dominion everywhere.
The jar was gray and bare.
It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.
(Palm, p. 46)
The difficulty of this poem lies in the identity of the

jced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

168
jar. The received interpretation of the jar regards it as a
creation of the imagination, rather than the imagination
itself.^ It is true that the jar is a construct of human
art and imagination. But in this poem, it is also used to
represent the imagination itself and express the process of
the imaginative act. Instead of being ordered, the jar in
the poem is ordering the surrounding nature: "It made the
slovenly wilderness / Surround the hill." So the jar
represents both a product, a shaped thing, and the process
of the production, or shaping, of the imagination. In other
words, the jar is employed to express the doubleness that
the shaped thing in its turn shapes.
Joan Richardson perceives the jar as one of Stevens'
mirror images. So, like other mirror images, the jar "means
also a "lens,1 a device through which to see the rest of
the world"

(p. 217). As a lens, the jar then orders the

surroundings by reflection, frame, and angle. It seems true
that the jar orders by reflection since the sentence "The
wilderness rose up to it, / And sprawled around, no longer
wild" does suggest a reflective process. But the poem does
not seem to support the proposition that the jar orders by
the enclosure of its frame and by the change of angles.
The jar does not stand like an ordinary lens facing
only one direction, but rather like a round glass-like wall
facing all directions so that its frame is an all-round
frame and its angle is 360 degrees. That is why "It took
dominion everywhere." So as a mirror image, the jar is more

uced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

169
than what Richardson has called a lens, through which only
part of the world is seen; it reflects without limitations
of angle and frame. So the jar actually orders and does not
order at the same time. It represents the most passive kind
of ordering, by reflecting and receiving all around it.
This state of the jar, or the imagination, is what
Stevens calls the imagination as metaphysics. It is a
reality which has transcended the world of sense
experience. And the transcendence of the imagination as
metaphysics is suggested by these important modifiers of
the jar: "round," "tall," "of a port in air," "gray," and
"bare." Of these modifiers, the word "round" seems to be
the most important. It is the roundness of the jar which
actually orders the wilderness. So the roundness is the
ordering shape.

12

But, why "round"?

Why not "square" or

"triangular," or some other shape? The answer may be found
in the last poem of "Six significant Landscapes," which is
next but one before "Anecdote of the Jar" in Collected
Poems. In that poem, the round "sombreros" are opposed to
the "Square hats," which are associated with
"rationalists."
Rationalists, wearing square hats,
Think, in square rooms,
Looking at the floor,
Looking at the ceiling.
They confine themselves
To right-angled triangles.
The idea behind this satirical analogy is that rationalists
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see and think of things in a straight way. They see a thing
as it is and as different from another. But reality is not
like the straight and independent lines of squares and
triangles. It is diverse, multiple, and changing as
represented in the more complicated geometrical shapes of
"rhomboids, cones, waving lines, ellipses." So, our
perception of it should be as various as reality itself. As
Stevens says in "Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise," "There
are as many points of view / As many sides to a round
bottle"

(OP, p. 126). Similarly, Stevens predicts here:
If they tried rhomboids,
Cones, waving lines, ellipses—
As, for example, the ellipses of the half-moon—
Rationalists would wear sombreros.

Both the bottle and the sombreros are round and,
apparently, the roundness is used by Stevens to represent
all possible and potential points of view, that is, an
infinity of points of view. The infinite points of view
mean an all-embracing vision. It is a vision of unity and
oneness of the world. So the roundness means One. It is a
capitalized One which includes all small-lettered ones.
The "One" transcends ones and also penetrates into
ones. This is what Stevens sees in the relationship between
the sombreros and the "rhomboids, cones, waving lines,
ellipses." The sombrero is not any one of them, and yet it
contains all the elements they possess. The circular line
of the sombrero can be straightened out to form a
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rhomboid, can be twisted into a waving line, can be
spiralled to form a cone, and can be pressed a little to
become an ellipse. The circle contains all possibilities
and potentials of all kinds of geometrical shapes. So it
represents unity of multiplicities. Within the sphere of
the sombrero,

"rhomboids, cones, waving lines, ellipses"

all become related; they become One. They become
manifestations of the oneness of the circle represented by
the sombrero.

If the circle contains all potentials of all

kinds of geometrical shapes, then the other way round is
also true: that any geometrical shape has some property of
the circle.
So our ordinary vision sees things only in their
diversity and multiplicity; we see one thing as different
from another. But our transcendent vision sees things in
their unity and oneness. So the contrast between "square"
and "round" is a contrast between a single point of view
and infinite points of view, between the rational mind and
the imagination. The rational mind confines itself to
sense experience and logic, while the imagination
transcends senses and reason and becomes a higher reality
in which all differentiations of time and space and things
are obliterated.
This view of roundness as representing a transcendent
vision of the oneness of the world resembles the idea of
Dao. According to the Daoist, it is only in the world as
manifested that we are confronted with polarities and
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multiplicities. In the absolute realm these opposites and
diversities are completely interfused and identified. This
absolute realm is the transcendent vision of the oneness or
unity of things. As Zhuang Zi says, "If we see things from
the point of view of their differences, then even our inner
organs are as far apart as the states of Chu and Yue. But
if we see things from the point of view of their identity,
then all things are one"

(Chang, p. 69). The point of view

of differentiation is our ordinary sense of the world;
while the point of view of unification is our transcendent
vision of the world. The roundness of the jar in Stevens
represents just this unified vision of the world.
Zhuang Zi gives us an illustration of this idea in the
centipede (Chang, p. 71). What we ordinarily see in the
insect is that it has its hundred or so different legs.
Here we see the diversity and multiplicity in the insect.
But there is a unification of multiplicity in the insect
too. The coordinated movement of all the legs is a
manifestation of that unity. But we cannot see this
invisible inner reality with our ordinary eye; we can see
this only with our mind’s eye, in the metaphysical realm of
the imagination. From this vision of the inner unity of
things we see the centipede as a whole. All its hundred
legs penetrate into one unified movement. Or the other
way— it is also true that the movement of all the legs is
the result of the working of the invisible unity.
So when the imagination sees reality from the point of
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view of One, it transcends the sense-experience of many or
individual ones. When things are seen from the One,
separate things become related. The roundness of the jar
represents just such a transcendent vision of oneness of
the world in the transparent eyeball of the imagination as
metaphysics. This interpretation at the same time explains
the meaning of the sentence that the jar was "tall and of a
port in air." The jar is "tall" above the ground like a
port high in the air because the imagination now sees from
a higher position, from the higher vision of oneness and
unity of things. Besides its high position, the "port"
reinforces the idea of the unity of things. The "port"
suggests anchorage, something on which other things may
rest. Unity is the anchorage of multiplicity, and
multiplicity is also the anchorage of unity, because the
jar is upon the ground and it cannot leave the ground. The
interpenetration and interdependence of the two are the key
to the understanding of the true relationship between the
jar and the wilderness.
This interpenetration is seen in the interaction
between the jar and the wilderness. First, when the persona
places the jar on the hill, the roundness of the jar makes
the slovenly wilderness surround the hill. This expresses
the process of trying to see diversity and multiplicity of
nature from the point of view of unity and oneness. Then,
as soon as the persona sees unity in diversity and
multiplicity, he sees a miracle happen--the wilderness
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rises up to the jar involuntarily. The movement of the
wilderness towards the jar expresses the idea that all
diversities and the multiplicities of nature become related
and unified. The imagination orders reality by preserving
or obtaining oneness of the mind. The oneness of the mind
means an empty mind in which no differentiation of things
exists. That is why Stevens further identifies the jar in
the poem as "gray and bare." "It did not give of bird or
bush, / Like nothing else in Tennessee." The nothingness of
the jar does not actually create things like "bird or
bush." It creates by perceiving unity among the
multiplicity of things. This unity is called "resemblance"
by Stevens

(NA, p. 72).

When the jar is placed in the wilderness, or when the
imagination comes in direct contact with nature or reality,
the imagination should discover structures which already
exist in nature rather than to create new structures. So
Stevens repeatedly says that the mind is "to find what will
suffice"

(Palm, pp. 173, 174, 175). The wilderness is the

diversity of things, things in their different forms. The
fact that "the wilderness rose up to it, / And sprawled
around, no longer wild" indicates that the wilderness is
losing its diversity and leveling its different forms to
gain a new uniformity around the round jar, the vision of
unity. But the imagination does not seem to be on the
offensive, but rather on the defensive. It is gray (not
attractive) and bare (no substance). It is the wilderness
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(reality) that rose up to the jar (the imagination). This
experience is exactly what the Daoist principle of Wu Wei
(inaction) is about. Dao does not act but everything is
acted upon; Dao does nothing but everything is done. The
jar does not do anything and yet everything is done: "the
wilderness rose up to it." So the imagination conquers by
inaction.
It is very much like the "sea" image used by Lao Zi to
demonstrate the passive dominion of the sea. Lao Zi says
that "the reason that the seas / Are able to become the
kings of hundreds of streams / Is that they gladly dwell in
low places"

(Ch. 6 6 ). The seas do not act and yet all

rivers flow into them. So, "Dao does not act / And yet
nothing is left undone"

(Ch. 37). Although the jar is

situated on the high hill, it creates an effect similar to
that of the sea; it gathers the surrounding wilderness just
as the sea receives hundreds of rivers. It must stand high
on the hill because it is a mirror. They are two different
images but express the same idea. Both images suggest that
to be creative is to be passive and receptive.

13

For the Daoist, "actual creativity requires no
intellectual explanation in terms of process. It is,
rather, a mere intuitive reflection of things"

(Chang, pp.

56-57). The following Chinese poem, from the eighth century,
may help us gain some insight into the nature of reflection
as creativity:
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The wild geese fly across the long sky above.
Their image is reflected upon the chilly water
below.
The geese do not mean to cast their
image on the water;
Nor does the water mean to hold the
image of the geese, (p. 57)
This little poem is a metaphor for the idea of reflection
as creativity. When the geese fly above the water, they are
free of any intention of casting their image upon it, as
the water has no intention of reflecting their flight. But
it is at this moment that "their beauty is most purely
reflected"

(p. 57). Our mind is nothing but a mirror,

reflecting the here-now of creation. 14 The reason that
human creativity must be only an act of unconscious
reflection of nature is found in the Daoist belief that the
most creative and imaginative being is reality (Dao)
itself. To reflect nature intuitively is the; process of
creation. Stevens shares this view. In talking about
"poetic imagination," Stevens cites Ernst Cassirer from his
An Essay on Man: "The true poem is not the work of the
individual artist; it is the universe itself, the one work
of art which is forever perfecting itself"

(NA, p. 136).

This comparison of the universe to the poem is also
represented in the poem "A Primitive Like an Orb":
We do not prove the existence of the poem.
It is something seen and known in lesser poems.
It is the huge, high harmony that sounds
A little and a little, suddenly,
By means of a separate sense. (Palm, p. 317)
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Both instances show that the true poem, for Stevens, is
not a creation by man, but nature itself, which is always
in the process of creation, or "perfecting itself." In
other words, the "poem" is there in the beautiful world in
front of us. So we do not create the poem, but discover the
poem: the mind is "to find what will suffice"

(p. 173). As

Stevens also claims, "Reality Is an Activity of the Most
August Imagination"

(Palm, p. 396), and "The world

images for the beholder"

(CP, p. 492). Reality is active,

and the mind should be passive.
This view of creative nature has been with Stevens
throughout his life. Besides these later statements of this
view of creative nature, he also made many similar
statements in his early life. In the July 7, 1899, journal,
he wrote, "... no one paints nature's colors as well as
nature's self— this led on to a great deal more, all of
which finally ended in literary applications" (LWS, p. 27).
Though these "literary applications" were not specified, it
is very likely that perceptive imagination is one. Nature
is a larger book, more colorful and imaginative than any
book human beings can write. He says in another journal
entry, "I wondered why people took books into the woods to
read in summer time when there was so much else to be read
there that one would not find in books"

(p. 22). Nature is

not only more colorful, intelligent, imaginative, but also
more spiritual. Stevens also says, "An old argument with me
is that the true religious force in the world is not the
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church but the world itself: the mysterious callings of
nature and our responses. What incessant murmurs fill that
ever-laboring, tireless church"

(p. 58)! So here in the jar

poem, the imagination creates as the wilderness rises up to
it. It gives nothing to nature but contains all nature in
its transparent eyeball. The inaction of the jar makes the
wilderness act and move. As Stevens says, "One Must Sit
Still to Discover the World"

(OP, p. xxxi). Such a view of

inaction as action of the imagination is reflected in
Stevens' theory of poetry too. Stevens says, "Poetry is a
part of the structure of reality"

(NA, pp. 80-81).

Elsewhere, he says, "the structure of poetry and the
structure of reality are one"

(p. 81). So the imagination

as a creative force does not have to impose its forms, or
to use Stevens' words, to exert "wish-fulfillments," on
reality. The imagination should not make, but see,
discover, and find, the unity and oneness of things, or the
resemblance of things. "The mind has added nothing to human
nature"

(NA, p. 36). And it has added nothing to the

physical world of nature, either— "It did not give of bird
or bush / Like nothing else in Tennessee." But it
definitely has found "what will suffice" (Palm, p. 174).
The mirror image of the jar finds its closest
variation in the image of glass in "Asides on the Oboe":
there is still
The impossible possible philosophers' man,
The man who has had the time to think enough,
The central man, the human globe, responsive
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As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,
Who in a million diamonds sums us up. (p. 187)
Here "the man of glass" is very much like the glass-like
wall of the jar. Then, if the jar represents the
imagination as metaphysics, "the man of glass" is also
identified with the imagination.1'’ This identification of
the man and the imagination is not of pure logic. Stevens
actually says in "Adagia," "man is the imagination or
rather the imagination is man"

(OP, p. 177) . But here the

"man" is used as a personification of the imagination. It
is a metaphysical man, "the central man" and "the human
globe" in the above verses, which is man's true self— the
imagination. The hero of the last chapter, the ignorant
man, is the man who possesses this "central man," the
responsive imagination like a glass.
But how can the imagination be also the "philosophers'
man"? In traditional thinking, poetry is an enemy of
philosophy and the poet is an enemy of the philosopher, as
is represented in Plato's Republic. The war between poetry
and philosophy seems never to have stopped at all. But in
Stevens' way of thinking, which is closer to that of Daoism,
all things participate in One in which any difference may
be reconciled. Seen from this higher point of view,
different things always bear some kind of resemblance, or
of unity. In Stevens, the imagination and philosophy are
unified in the idea of abstraction. We know that the
reality of philosophy is the reality of abstraction. For
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Stevens, the highest achievement of the imagination also
lies in "abstraction"

(NA, p. 138). In "abstraction," the

poet and the philosopher, the imagination and philosophy,
become one.
It is also because Stevens calls the imagination
"metaphysics." As metaphysics is the subject of the
philosopher, the "philosophers’ man," by this analogy, also
becomes the imagination for Stevens. So as an abstraction,
a transcendent being, the imagination is portrayed in this
poem as free from fixed forms. It is not "That obsolete
fiction of the wide river in / An empty land; the gods that
Boucher killed; / And the metal heroes that time
granulates"

(Palm, p. 187). In short, its movement is not

one of attachment; nor is its function one of formation. It
wanders like a spirit in the creation of nature as "The
philosophers' man alone still walks in dew, / Still by the
sea-side mutters milky lines / Concerning an immaculate
imagery"; and it sees, or discovers, the inner relations
among things as "the central man, the human globe,
responsive / As a mirror with a voice." Here, the passive
and receptive nature of the imagination cannot be more
obvious.
Also associated with the glass image is the mirror of
sea surfaces in "Sea Surface Full of Clouds." It is another
poem about the relation between reality and the
imagination. Again here reality is described as active and
the imagination as passive.^® The repetition of the phrase
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"make one think" indicates the active function of reality:
In that November off Tehuantepec,
The slopping of the sea grew still one night
And in the morning summer hued the deck
And made one think of rosy chocolate
And gilt umbrellas. Paradisal green
Gave suavity to the perplexed machine
Of ocean, which like limpid water lay
(Palm, p. 89)
The imagination, implied in the word "one" in each section,
is like the mirror of the sea surface, receiving the moods
of the sea ("the slopping of the sea grew still") as the
sea surface ("limpid water") itself receives passively the
moods of the clouds ("Paradisal green"). Therefore, as "the
sea / And heaven rolled as one and from the two / Came
fresh transfigurings of freshest blue"

(p. 92), the

receptive mind or imagination reflects the sea surface of
reality and the two become one in the transparent glass of
the imagination. From the two also come "fresh
transfigurings of freshest blue" of poetry.
Another explicit expression of the responsive nature
of the imagination in its creative process is in the poem
"Looking Across the Fields and Watching the Birds Fly":
The spirit comes from the body of the world,
Or so Mr. Homburg thought: the body of a world
Whose blunt laws make an affectation of mind,
The mannerism of nature caught in a glass
And there becomes a spirit's mannerism,
A glass aswarm with things going as far as they
can. (CP, p. 519)
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Here in the last two stanzas of the poem, the imagination
is also identified with "a glass," which receives the
mannerism of nature rather than imposing its own mannerism
on nature, it wanders in the spirit of nature as far as
that spirit goes. The imagination is a wanderer and a
receiver.
Both images, that of mirror and that of wanderer, used
by Stevens to describe the character of the imagination in
its state of freedom, are also the most important images
Daoists use to describe the enlightened mind of the sage.
Zhuang Zi says; "The sage's mind in stillness is the mirror
of Heaven and earth, the glass of the ten thousand things.
Emptiness, stillness, limpidity, silence, inaction— these
are the level of Heaven and earth, the substance of the Way
and its Virtue"

(Watson, p. 142). Zhuang Zi also urges people

to wander: "Go drifting and wandering, neither praising nor
condemning, now dragon, now a snake, shifting with the
times, never willing to hold to one course only— even
middle way is not right" (p. 210). Wandering is the image
Zhuang Zi uses here to "designate the way in which the
enlightened man wanders through all of creation, enjoying
its delights without ever becoming attached to any one part
of it" (p. 6 ). As Stevens identifies the imagination with
"the man of glass," this enlightened man in Daoism also
actually refers to the imagination. When the imagination is
free and purposeless, it is like a man who "rides the
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clouds and mist, straddles the sun and moon, and wanders
beyond the four seas"

(p. 46). This wandering is like

Stevens's glass "aswarm with things going as far as they
can go."
The description of the imagination as a wanderer is
also found in "Hibiscus on the Sleeping Shores." Stevens
says, "the mind roamed as a moth roams, / Among the blooms
beyond the open sand." But such a seemingly purposeless
roaming brings fruitful results:
Then it was that that monstered moth
Which had lain folded against the blue
And the colored purple of the lazy sea,
And which had drowsed along the bony shores,
Shut to the blather that the water made,
Rose up besprent and sought the flaming red
Dabbled with yellow pollen— red as red
As the flag above the old cafe-And roamed there all the stupid afternoon.
(CP, p. 22)
That the moth which had drowsed suddenly rose up and sought
the flaming red suggests a sudden awakening of the
imagination, a sudden finding or discovery of meaning in
the surrounding nature. The experience resembles that of
the old Chinese who suddenly sees the larkspur move in the
wind in the quietness of his mind, that of the snow man who
suddenly beholds "nothing that is not there and the nothing
that is" in the absence of his conscious mind,

17

and that

of Wordsworth who suddenly sees a crowd of daffodils when
he wanders lonely as a cloud. The imagination creates in
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care-free wandering.
The wanderer is also described as "Nomad Exquisite" in
the poem of the same title. The "me" in the poem is the
nomad. He roams in the air of spring without a particular
purpose, and yet as the spring brings everything to life,
it brings purpose to the nomad, waiting merely to receive.
So, in this state of the mind, careless, free, and
receptive, "Come flinging / Forms, flames, and the flakes
of flames"

(CP, p. 95). The barren rock of the imagination

suddenly becomes "a thousand things and so exists no more"
(Palm, p. 364). As Zhuang Zi says, "Be empty, that is all.
The perfect man uses his mind like a mirror--going after
nothing, welcoming nothing, responding but not storing.
Therefore he can win out over things and not hurt himself"
(Watson, p. 97). Stevens and Zhuang Zi use the same image
to describe the real man of imagination.
The idea of the creative process of the imagination as
a receptive and passive act is very well portrayed in the
poem "Long and Sluggish Lines." The poet's mood corresponds
to the winter season. His feelings are sluggish, his
sensibility is barren. The winter season is a decreated
landscape; everything has returned to its bare self,
including the mind, which is waiting for the returning of
spring. In this state of mind, the poet calls the
imagination "wanderer":
Wanderer, this is the pre-history of
February.
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The life of the poem in the mind has not yet
begun.
You were not born yet when the trees were crystal
Nor are you now, in this wakefulness inside a
sleep. (CP, p. 522)
It is a "wanderer" because in winter's "pre-history,"
before the changes have occurred, his mind is aimless.

18

The life of the spring season has not yet begun. The life
of the poem in the mind, which responds to the seasonal
change, which will give his mind direction, is still
unborn. But it is beginning to stir, to awaken; it is a
"wakefulness inside a sleep." It is like a child wandering
in the mother's womb, "A Child Asleep in its Own Life."
The image of the wanderer is transformed into an
aimless boat on the rocking sea in the poem "Prologue to
What is Possible." The progress of the boat in Canto I is
an analogy of the imagination's pilgrim's progress.
There was an ease of mind that was like being
alone in a boat at sea,
A boat carried forward by waves resembling the
bright backs of rowers,
Gripping their oars, as if they were sure of the
way to their destination,
Bending over and pulling themselves erect on the
wooden handles,
Wet with water and sparkling in the one-ness of
their motion. (CP, p. 515)
The "ease of mind" is the passivity of the creative force
of the imagination, that is, the wandering spirit of the
imagination. The boat is a figure for the mind. The waves
that carry the boat forward are the changing fluxes of
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reality, which are later personified by the rowers of the
boat. The reality seems to have a mind guiding its
movement— "they were sure of the way to their destination."
The movement of the mind follows the current, of reality
as the spirit of the imagination follows the spirit of
nature in the poem "Looking Across the Fields and Watching
the Birds Fly." As Robert Mugerauer points out, the ease of
the mind is "the ease of trust in a sure natural movement"
(p. 28).
The three stanzas of Canto 1 are three variations of
the same experience of the imagination. The "ease of mind"
becomes the boat that "was built of stones that had lost
their weight and being no longer heavy / Had left in them
only a brilliance, of unaccustomed origin" in the second
stanza. In the third it becomes a travelling man lured on
by a syllable without any meaning. The boat that is
brilliant and transparent is just another image of the
imagination as metaphysics, which has transcended senses
and reason; therefore it is no longer "heavy." It is like
the jar which is "gray and bare." Actually Stevens does
later in the poem describe the boat in terms of glass or
a mirror: it has "the glass-like sides on which it glided
over the salt-stained water." All these images indicate the
passive nature of the creative force of the imagination. It
is ever ready to find "what will suffice" and to light upon
the meaning of the syllable and the motion of the waves.
That is what Stevens means by saying that the imagination
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is "the will of things" because the affectation of mind is
"the mannerism of nature caught in a glass"

(CP, p. 519).

To sum up, the passivity of the imagination
represented in the above examples constitutes an important
difference between the Romantic view of the imagination and
Stevens'. The Romantic view of the imagination generally
regards the act of the imagination as being active and
purposeful. In Stevens' words, this view advocates the
thesis that "man's intelligence is his soil." But Stevens
prefers the opposite thesis that "man's soil is his
intelligence." That is, the imagination should be passive
and responsive in its contact with reality. This active
nature of the Romantic imagination is also called "wishfulfillment" by Stevens and represents a failure (NA, p.
138). But the passive, receptive wandering of the
imagination represents a success of creation. As Zhuang Zi
says, "When a man does not dwell in self, then things will
of themselves reveal their forms to him. His movement is
like that of water, his stillness like that of a mirror,
his responses like those of an echo. Blank-eyed, he seems
to be lost; motionless, he has the limpidity of water.
Because he is one with it [the whole of nature], he
achieves harmony; should he reach out for it, he would lose
it" (Watson, p. 372). Stevens seems to share the same wisdom
of inaction concerning the operation of the imagination.
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Chapter 7

The Unity of Opposites

One of the most important concepts in Daoism is the
Yin and Yang principle. Yin and Yang originally referred to
the shady and sunny sides of a mountain and later became a
symbol of the polarity of all things in the universe. The
earliest scholarly definition of "Dao," found in The Book
of Changes, is actually based on Yin and Yang: "One Yin and
1
one Yang, this is called Tao" (Legge Yi king, p. 278).
There are two interpretations to this definition. One
regards the statement as defining Dao in terms of its
composites. From this static point of view, Dao is thus the
unity of opposites. The other regards it as defining Dao in
terms of its movement or operation. From this dynamic point
of view, Dao is the constant change of opposites. Both
interpretations are correct and acceptable not only because
the ambiguity of the syntax in this statement allows both
these possibilities, but also because both aspects of Dao
are the major points of discussion in Daoist writings. And
Stevens can be read from both points of view. But I will
leave the reading of Stevens from the dynamic point of view
of Dao to the next chapter; in the present chapter, I will
focus on the concept of Dao as the unity of opposites and
on the reading of Stevens from this static point of view of
Dao.
The statements concerning Dao as the unity of
188
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opposites are numerous in Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi. But the
most concentrated treatment of the idea is found in Chapter
Two of Lao Zi. Lao Zi says, "If everybody considers
something to be beautiful, that something will not be
beautiful;

/ If everybody considers somebody to be good,

that somebody will not be good." The reason is that it is
the nature of things that things exist in opposite pairs
and one thing depends on its opposite for existence and
operation. For example, time exists in the pair of day and
night; space exists in the pair of heaven and earth; the
living things exist in male and female. Non-living things
such as the values of "goodness" and "beauty" also exist in
pairs. Beauty exists only because there is ugliness;
goodness exists only because there is evil. The other way
is also true. Without one, the other will not exist. So two
things of opposite nature are one, an inseparable unity.
As Lao Zi sums up:
Being and nonbeing give birth to each other;
Difficult and easy complete each other;
Long and short show each other;
High and low lean on each other;
Sound and echo harmonize each other;
Before and after follow each other. (Ch. 2)
This is Dao, the universal principle.

2

Stevens' view of things of opposite natures is very
close to that of Daoism, so close that one is tempted to
say that Stevens and Dao are one. It is indeed difficult
for a reader to distinguish Stevens from Lao Zi in the
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following statement: "Two things of opposite natures seem
to depend / On one another, as a man depends / On a woman,
day on night, the imagined / On the real" (Palm, p. 218).
If this passage were inserted in Lao 2i, nobody would be
likely to suspect that it might be a textual corruption and
thus to question its authenticity. We also find numerous
statements about the unity of opposites in Stevens'
writing. A brief list of these statements may evoke a sense
of awe in the reader: "A man and a woman / Are one. / A man
and a woman and a blackbird / Are one"

(p. 20); "A. A

violent order is disorder; and / B. A great disorder is
order. / These two things are one"
true are one"

(p. 166); "The false and

(p. 179); "The distances of space and time /

Were one and swans far off were swans to come"
"Defeats and dreams are one"

(p. 274);

(p. 282); "Poetry and

apotheosis are one" (p. 293); "Real and unreal are two in
one"

(p. 349); "God and the imagination are one" (p. 368);

"His self and the sun were one"
being are one"

(p. 386); "Knowing and

(p. 390); "The thing imagined and the

imaginer are one"

(OP, p. 178); "The mind that in heaven

created the earth and the mind that on earth created heaven
were, as it happened, one"

(OP, p. 176). This list is far

from complete. But, nonetheless, it is enough to show
Stevens 1 deep concern with this idea of the unity of
opposites. For Stevens as for Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi, things
of opposite natures are not separate and mutually
exclusive, but unified and interdependent.
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Many critics have done a superb job in pointing out
Stevens' concern with opposites and in interpreting Stevens
in antithetical terms. The clearest statement of this
concern is provided by Ronald Sukenick in the book Wallace
Stevens: Musing the Obscure. He points out that "Stevens'
poetry deals in a series of antithetic terms, such as chaos
and order, imagination and reality, stasis and change"

(p.

4). There does not seem to be any dispute among critics
about this thematic concern in Stevens. But critics are
divided as to how Stevens deals with these opposites. Some
of them believe that Stevens deals with the opposites in a
Hegelian manner, following Hegel's sequence of thesis,
antithesis, and synthesis. For example, William York
Tindall claims, when commenting on "The Man with the Blue
Guitar," that "the last part brings all conflicts to an
end— as usual, in Stevens, by an agreement of opposites;
for he had looked into Hegel" (p. 29). Others, however,
suggest that Stevens does not look for synthesis. Ronald
Sukenick, representing this argument, says, "In considering
such antithetic terms Stevens will adopt the point of view
of one, then of the other, and then of some nuance between
the two" (p. 4). In short, these critics believe that
Stevens sees only the two opposites— thesis and antithesis
and moves between the two poles without an intention to
resolve the opposites in a higher stage of being— synthesis.
A third position is represented by J. Hillis Miller in
the article "Wallace Stevens' Poetry of Being." Like
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Tindall, Miller believes that Stevens wants to reconcile
opposites; but unlike Tindall, Miller does not think that
Stevens tries to reconcile opposites in Hegelian
dialectical fashion, "in some version of the Hegelian
sequence of thesis, antithesis, synthesis"

(p. 145). In

this latter respect, Miller's thesis resembles that of
Sukenick. Like Sukenick, Miller believes that Stevens
unifies opposites by moving between the poles--"It seems
that this situation [opposites] can be dealt with in poetry
only by a succession of wild swings to one extreme or
another"

("Being," p. 145). But, unlike Sukenick who

regards the constant movement between the poles as the end
of solving the situation itself, Miller regards such
oscillation as a means to the end. The end, in Miller's
view, is to see both extremes simultaneously. So, the end
xn fact is to escape oscillation. Miller's position is then
a paradox; it is through oscillation that oscillation is
transcended. But this oscillation should be done at a high
speed. He says: "An oscillation rapid enough becomes a blur
in which opposites are touched simultaneously, as
alternating current produces a steady beam of light, and
the cycle of decreation and imagining, hopelessly false if
the poet goes through it at leisure, becomes true at last
to things as they are if he moves through it fast enough"
(p. 151). This, according to Miller, is the way Stevens has
found to "write poetry which will possess simultaneously
both extremes"

(p. 145).
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Although these critical opinions differ from one
another, they are all based on the idea of the absolute
separation of thesis and antithesis and thus the need of
some kind of reconciliation, either at the higher level of
being in synthesis or through constantly moving between
them or through moving so fast that one reaches a moment
"where opposites are simultaneously true"

(p. 145). But as

we have seen, Stevens' view of opposites is based on the
unity of these antitheses. If two things of opposite
natures are one, as Stevens believes and actually states
clearly in "Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction," they already
form a synthesis in their mutual dependence so that they do
not need a Hegelian synthesis nor need to negate each
other. Stevens seems to have spent more effort in showing
the internal unity of antitheses rather than in separating
the antitheses first and then bridging them. But, little
has been done with this aspect of Stevens' thought, the
idea of opposites as an inherent unity. This view of the
nature of opposites is very close to that of Daoism. A
comparison of Stevens with Daoism will help bring home
this neglected aspect of Stevens's world view.
In this study, I will focus on one poem only, which is
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird." It is specially
chosen for two reasons. One is that many critics have
already pointed out that this poem bears much coloring of
the East, or China, and I would like to add to that
existing bulk of criticism a reading from the Daoist
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perspective of the unity of opposites. The other reason is
that in this poem one may find the most concentrated
treatment of the idea of the unity of opposites by Stevens
in all his poems. The whole poem may be regarded as being
about the oneness of opposites. Since the blackbird is
"one," the title itself almost suggests that thirteen ways
of looking at a blackbird are thirteen ways of looking at
"one," the unity of things. Each poem

3

in the series

contains a pair of opposites, which are synthesized or
unified, not outside themselves or by negating each other,
but within themselves and by complementing each other.

4

Although the expression of the unity of opposite in this
group of poems may not have been Stevens' intention, the
structures of these poems are capable of yielding this
Daoist interpretation.I

I

Among twenty snowy mountains,
The only moving thing
Was the eye of the blackbird.
The experience of reading this poem is like looking at
a landscape painting. The eye of the blackbird is like the
eyes of the old Chinese in "Six Significant Landscapes" and
also like the jar on a Tennessee hill. The effect is
definitely visual. The contrast is sharp between the
blackbird and the mountains in this picture: one is
contrasted to twenty; black to white; warmth

(the living
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body of the bird) to cold; movement to stasis; living to
non-living; life to death (the death of winter). But,
although the opposition is so intense, we readers as
viewers do not sense a separation in the contrast; instead
we feel a strong sense of peace and harmony in the picture.
The two opposites only enhance each other. The poem
presents a perfect picture of the unity of opposites. If
there were no blackness of the blackbird, the whiteness of
the snow mountains would not be so dazzling. The beauty
of the whiteness depends on the beauty of the blackness.
Without one, the other would not exist aesthetically.
The linguistic detail also implies this idea of the
unity of opposites. The word "among" suggests that all
the beauty around the blackbird lies in the bosom of the
snowy mountains. On the other hand, the eye of the
blackbird reflects the snowy mountains. This reflection
suggests that the beauty of the snowy mountains must also
at the same time depend on the beauty of the blackbird. The
blackbird is among the mountains, and the mountains are
within the eye of the blackbird. The interpenetration and
the unity of the opposites are clearly the meaning
suggested in the poem.
If the poem is interpreted from the point of view of
human experience, we may also obtain a symbolic reading of
the relationship between human senses and reality. The eye
of the blackbird is then seen as a figure for human
senses; the mountains are a figure for reality. The eye
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being among the mountains then apparently suggests that
human senses are bound by reality and can only operate
within the domain of reality. On the other hand, when the
eye is among the mountains, it at the same time contains
the mountains within the lens of its vision. This receptive
vision suggests that reality exists only in human senses.
Again interdependence and interpenetration are the issue.
The container is also the contained. Therefore, as reality
both contains and is contained by human senses, human
senses also contain and are contained by reality. The
opposition of human senses and reality is actually a unity,
a "one."
This reading is supported by the third poem in "Six
Significant Landscapes," in which the same theme is
more directly represented.
I measure myself
Against a tall tree.
I find that I am much taller,
For I reach right up to the sun,
With my eye;
And I reach to the shore of the sea
With my ear.
Nevertheless, I dislike
The way the ants crawl
in and out of my shadow. (Palm, p. 16)
The first seven lines of the poem show that human senses,
represented by the eye and ear, are larger than reality;
they reach to the end of the earth and the limit of the
sky. But they are still within the limits of the earth and
heaven. The last three lines express a reversal of this
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situation. Since the ants are from the outside and are
opposed to the "I," the human self, they represent reality
in the poem. The ants' crawling in and out of the speaker's
shadow thus represents a situation in which reality is both
smaller and larger than human senses. It is this
recognition of the truth of reality that makes the speaker
uneasy because he believes in the total command of human
senses and mind over reality. So this poem and the first
blackbird poem represent a similar story. One of the
differences between them is that the "I" in the latter poem
cannot or does not want to accept the truth, while the eye
of the blackbird, figure for human senses, sees the truth
with quiet acceptance and understanding.
We may also interpret the poem from a higher level of
human experience. An interesting detail in this little poem
is the singular eye. Why "eye"? Why not "eyes"? Besides the
purpose of a neat contrast in number as shown above— one
against twenty, the singular eye may also serve to suggest
the higher faculty of man, the mind, the imagination. We
often call the imagination the mind's eye, which is
singular. So it is not unreasonable to associate the eye of
the blackbird with the mind's eye of man. As a result, the
poem becomes one about the unity of the imagination and
reality, or subject and object. The imagination is bound by
reality and should operate within the boundary of reality;
and reality, in containing the imagination, is at the same
time contained by the imagination. As Stevens says
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elsewhere, "The thing imagined and the imaginer are one"
(OP, p. 178) . They depend on each other for life and
existence. But more than that, by joining together, though
each is in its distinctive self, they actually intensify
the beauty of each other. Like the blackness of the
blackbird which, by being set against the whiteness of the
snowy mountains, becomes glistening, the imagination, by
relying on reality, grows larger as "the hand between the
candle and the wall / Grows large on the wall"

(Palm, p.

187), and reality, by yielding to the imagination, becomes
more fecund as "it was her voice that made / The sky
acutest at its vanishing"

(p. 98). So what makes this

"Blackbird" poem look Chinese is not so much in its short
and concise poetic form, as has been noted by many critics,
as in philosophical content of the unity of opposites and
the aesthetic principle of the harmonious contrast it
expresses.

II
I was of three minds,
Like a tree
In which there are three blackbirds.
Probably, the first question a reader may ask after
reading this poem is: what are the "three minds?" In
connection with the first poem, does Stevens refer back to
the thoughts he has just thought in composing that
thoughtful poem? Do the three minds refer to those three
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propositions I have proposed of the relationship between
the imagination and reality:

(1 ) the imagination and

reality exist in the pair of opposites;

(2 ) these opposites

are one, depending on each other for existence;

(3) in

their unity, each enlarges or intensifies the other? Or do
they refer to the three levels of experience:
actual experience of the blackbird;
experience of human senses;

(l) the

(2 ) the symbolic

(3) the symbolic experience of

human imagination? There does not seem to be any sure
answer for this contextual connection.
But as for the internal structure of the poem, we see
another pair of opposites. This poem may be seen as an
illustration of the unity of abstraction and concreteness.^
The contrast takes place between the "I" and the "minds,"
the "tree" and the "three blackbirds," and "I [being] of
three minds" and the "tree in which there were three
blackbirds." The "mind" is associated with intelligence and
thus abstraction. As Stevens says elsewhere, the
imagination is metaphysical

(NA, p. 136). The clause that

"I was of three minds" sounds abstract here. The
abstractness of the clause cannot explain itself, but
must be explained by concrete examples. Therefore, Stevens
uses the rhetorical device of a simile. The image of "A
tree in which there are three blackbirds" is visual and
concrete. By joining the abstract and the concrete in a
simile, Stevens expresses the idea of the unity of these
two opposites. The abstract must depend on the concrete for
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meaning and the concrete also must depend on the abstract
for meaning. They are one indivisible unity.

Ill
The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds.
It was a small part of the pantomime.
First of all, this poem may be read as one expressing
the relationship between part and whole. As Ronald Sukenick
states, "The blackbird in III is used as a specific image
that represents a general phenomenon, a synecdoche for
autumn. The blackbird is one part of the entire process of
autumn"

(p. 74). This interpretation is strongly supported

by the phrase, "a small part of the pantomime." So
according to this reading, the blackbird is the part, and
the pantomime is the whole.
If one further studies the meaning of the "pantomime,"
another interpretation reveals itself. A pantomime is a
silent show. If the silence is emphasized, the poem will
reveal a new structure to the reader: it represents a
situation which expresses the unity of sound and silence.
The first half of the poem suggests sound and movement. The
"wind" is almost identical to "sound" in Stevens’ poems;
for instance, the sound of the winds which blow in the
barren landscape in "The Snow Man." Although one cannot
literally hear the sound of the blackbird whirling in the
winds, one may imaginatively sense it. Thus, the structure
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of an opposition between the sound in the first line of the
poem and the silence in the second line becomes obvious.
But the opposition of the sound and the silence does not
negate each other; instead the opposition seems to create a
unity between them, as the sound is "a small part" of the
silence. The idea is paradoxical.
This paradox can again be explained by the Daoist
concept of the unity of opposites. As Lao Zi says, "If
everybody considers somebody to be beautiful, that somebody
will not be beautiful"

(Ch. 2), a poem which is totally

devoted to the description of silence will not make the
scenery silent. The silence may well be expressed through
the intrusion of sound. This Daoist dialectic has greatly
influenced Chinese poetic practice. There are many poems
which describe silence by putting it in contrast to sound.
The most famous example in Chinese literature is the verse
written by Wang Ji: "Birds chirping, the mountain sounds
emptier"

(Ai, p. 165). A rational mind may not understand

this logic. How can the mountain be more peaceful (often
a synonym of "empty" in Chinese) when birds are singing?
Therefore, a story goes that Wang Anshi, a famous Song
poet whose poetry Stevens admired (as noted in Chapter 1),
changed the verse to read: "Not a single sound of the birds
/ Is heard and the mountain was empty"

(Ai, p. 165).

Although both verses, the original and the revised, try to
express the silence of the mountain, the former is always
regarded by Chinese critics as superior to the latter. It
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does not seem that the reason can be explained rationally.
In the former, one feels a quietude with life in the
mountain; while in the latter, one feels a quietude like
death. Wang's change transforms a mountain, quiet and yet
full of life and vitality, into a dead landscape. Stevens
seems to understand this aesthetic principle of the
irrational or paradox. He says, "Music falls on the silence
like a sense, / A passion that we feel, not understand"
(Palm, p. 218) . The effect of sound falling on silence is a
psychological one, and not a rational one.
Stevens has also demonstrated this aesthetic principle
in his poetry. The poem "Fabliau of Florida" is a fine
example.
Barque of phosphor
On the palmy beach,
Move outward into heaven,
Into the alabasters
And night blues.
Foam and cloud are one.
Sultry moon-monsters
Are dissolving.
Fill your black hull
With white moonlight.
There will never be an end
To this droning of the surf.

(Palm, pp. 46-47)

The first four stanzas of the poem portray a picture of
peace and harmony of a seaside evening. The color and
silence dominate the scene. Then at the very end of the
poem, in the last stanza, there arises the "droning of the
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surf." This intrusion of the sound does not seem to disturb
the quiet of the scenery. The seaside evening sounds more
peaceful with the rhythmic motions of the surf.
The third blackbird poem does more than merely
express the idea of the unity of sound and silence. The
sound and silence in this poem have a larger implication.
The sound here also represents the audible movement of
nature, while the silence represents the inaudible movement
of nature. So the poem suggests that the audible movement
of nature is part of the silent transformation of nature
and the silent movement of nature resides in the audible
movement of nature. They are one. The same idea is
expressed a little differently in "Reality Is an Activity
of the Most August Imagination: "There was an insolid
billowing of the solid" (p. 397). The apparent
transformations in nature are the workings of the invisible
force of nature. The invisible resides in the visible,
which at the same time contains the invisible. They are one.
This idea may be further illustrated by a poem by Wang
Wei, a famous Chinese Daoist poet and painter of the Tang
Dynasty, who is mentioned in Levi’s study of Chinese
influence on Stevens.
Birds Chirped from the Brooks
The man is idle
And the cassia flowers fall.
The night is quiet.
The spring mountain's empty.
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The moon was rising
And startled birds-They chirped now and then
From brooks in the mountain empty.
(Ai, p. 227)
The idea and the emotional effect of Stevens' "There was an
insolid billowing of the solid" is unmistakably here in
Wang Wei's poem. The sound and the silence, the sensible
and insensible movements of nature, constitute the perfect
harmony of nature as represented in this spring night. Levi
comments that the blackbird poem owes its informing spirit
to the poetry of Chinese and it is Oriental "in the
exquisite way"

(p. 144). And this exquisite way is to

achieve a unity of opposites— of sound and silence, of
the visible and the invisible, and of stasis and movement.V
I

IV
A man and a woman
Are one.
A man and a woman and a blackbird
Are one.
In this poem, Stevens sums up the idea of the unity of
opposites in the most clear statements. A man is half of
man and a woman is another half. They oppose each other,
but do not negate each other; they complement each other.
In Daoist thought, opposites are never regarded as enemies,
but as friends, because they are indivisible parts of a
whole. Stevens expresses the same idea here in the images
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of a man and a woman. The relationship of interdependence
of a man and a woman sums up the nature of the unity of all
opposites. If "a man and a woman / Are one," representing
the whole of the human race, in the first sentence of this
poem, the second sentence apparently expresses the unity of
man and nature ("blackbird").
The unity of male and female, man and nature,
expressed in this poem, finds its echoes in "Restatement of
Romance," in which the sequence of the argument is
reversed:
The night knows nothing of the chants of night.
It is what it is as I am what I am:
And in perceiving this I best perceive myself
And you. Only we two may interchange
Each in the other what each has to give.
Only we two are one, not you and night,
Nor night and I, but you and I, alone,
So much alone, so deeply by ourselves,
So far beyond the casual solitudes,
That night is only the background of our selves,
Supremely true each to its separate self,
In the pale light that each upon the other throws.
(Palm, pp. 109-10)
This poem starts with a representation of the relationship
between man and nature. The night, synecdoche of nature, is
"what it is"; and the "I," synecdoche of man, is "what I
am." Nature and man are represented as opposites,
"supremely true each to its separate self." Likewise, the
speaker "I" perceives the nature of his/her relationship
with his/her beloved ("you"): "And in perceiving this I
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best perceive myself and you."

7

But, although men and

women are opposites to each other, it is this
complementary opposition that is the source of their
mutual desire and attraction, as the poem says, "each
upon the other throws." The poem thus ends with a unity
of two: man and woman are one.
The end of the poem does not mention the solution to
the opposition between man and nature introduced at the
beginning of the poem. Actually, this line of the argument
is dropped after the first stanza and never picked up
again. And yet, the solution is there, nonetheless, implied
in the relationship between man and woman. The whole poem
is built upon a circular logic: in perceiving the
relationship between man and nature as separate entities
the speaker perceives the similar relationship between
him/her and "you" and then at the end in perceiving the
separate selves of him/her and "you" as also a unity, the
speaker also perceives the similar relationship between man
and nature. The fourth perception is not mentioned, but is
suggested in the circular structure of the poem.
This interpretation of "Restatement of Romance" can be
applied to the fourth blackbird poem. Seen in this light, the
two separate parts of the poem IV are one. The poem does
not just represent the unities of two sets of opposites,
but also the similarity of their relationships. This
interpretation may explain why Stevens does not simply say
"Man and the blackbird are one" instead of "A man and a
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woman and a blackbird are one." The first sentence is just
a statement; the second implies a process of arriving at
the conclusion. The sequence of "A man and a woman and a
blackbird" suggests that from the relationship between man
and woman I perceive that the relation of man and nature is
like the relation of man and woman. So the second part of
the poem expresses two ideas at once: the relationship of
man and nature are one, and the relationship of man and
woman and the relationship of man and nature are one.

V
I do not know which to prefer,
The beauty of inflections
Or the beauty of innuendoes,
The blackbird whistling,
Or just after.
The thesis and the antithesis in this poem are two
aesthetic principles: "the beauty of inflections" and "the
beauty of innuendoes.” The speaker faces the problem that
he does not know which aesthetic principle to prefer. The
problem is not one of choice, but one of non-choice. He
does not know which to prefer because the two are one and
inseparable. But before we can explain why these aesthetic
principles are inseparable, we need to know what
"inflections" and "innuendoes" mean here.
There are several meanings to both words. And yet the
comparison between these two aesthetic principles with "The
blackbird whistling / Or just after" helps limit the
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choice. Like the third poem, this poem also employs images
of sound and silence. "The blackbird whistling" represents
sound, and the blackbird after whistling represents
silence. Therefore, "inflections" mean the modulation of
the voice and thus, in terms of aesthetics, represents the
heard melody, the direct representation in art or the
direct statement in poetry. On the other hand, "innuendoes"
represent the unheard melodies, the indirect (or symbolic)
representation in art or the metaphorical illustration in
poetry.
Each artist or poet may prefer one principle to the
other. But a Daoist poet or artist will not sacrifice one
for the other. He will use these two opposing principles
simultaneously in producing a work of art because he
believes that one can only be strengthened by the other,
not weakened. In this respect, Stevens again resembles a
Daoist artist. He has consistently juxtaposed direct
statements with metaphorical illustrations in his poems.
Through the juxtaposition, each gives meaning to the other.
So direct statements and indirect illustrations are one,
and the effect of each enhances that of the other.
A typical example of this poetic practice by Stevens
is the poem "Lunar Paraphrase." The first line of the
poem, "The moon is che mother of pathos and pity," is a
direct statement. But it is quite abstract. The statement
itself does not explain itself. Therefore, the poem
continues with a sequence of images, which are intended to
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give meaning to the bald statement. But if these images are
looked at alone, they also appear confused and meaningless.
Only when they fall into the line of the statement do they
become meaningful. So both the direct statement and the
indirect representation depend on each other and give
meaning to each other, which is why the speaker, Stevens
himself perhaps, does not know which to prefer.
The contrast between the beauty of inflections and the
beauty of innuendoes also suggests another set of aesthetic
principles or values. Since the word "innuendo" often
contains a derogatory sense, the beauty of innuendoes may
be seen as what Baudelaire has called— "Fleur de nial," or
"flower of evil," or the beauty of evil. Consequently, we
have the new pair of aesthetic principles implied in the
poem— the aesthetic of good or the positive and the
aesthetic of evil or the negative. Again they exist in
harmony and not in hostility from the Daoist point of view.
As Lao Zi says that "if everybody regards somebody good,
that somebody will not be good" (Ch. 2), so the goodness of
somebody or something must be brought into being by being
contrasted to evil. Stevens has also used this dialectical
thought in his poetry. One good example is the famous poem
"The Emperor of Ice-Cream."
Critical opinions on this poem are varied.

g

But they

seem to have one thing in common, that is, they all see the
the subject matter of the poem as one that is unpleasant,
depressed, and undesirable. But if we admit that Stevens is
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impartial to opposites and believes in the unity of
opposites, we will look at the poem in a new light. Then
the contrast between the first stanza and the second
stanza, between the description of life and the description
of death, is not meant to be a mutual rejection, but to be
a complement. The death scene in the second stanza then
does not negate the life scene in the first stanza. The
coldness of death is used to highlight the warmth of life.
As Stevens says, "Death is the mother of beauty"

(Palm, p.

7). The same dialectical thought is found in the following
verses in "No Possum, No Sop, No Taters": "It is here, in
this bad, that we reach / The last purity of the knowledge
of good"

(p. 248). As it is in the bad that we reach the

good, it is in death that we come to a fuller understanding
of life. The other way is also true that the knowledge of
the good makes one aware of the bad and in the joy of life
one fears the sorrow of death. Thus life and death are one;
"defeats and dreams are one" (p. 282).
The unity of good and bad, life and death, is embodied
in the image of ice cream. Ice cream has a dual quality: it
is cold and sweet at the same time. It thus represents both
pleasure and pain. So it is not just a death symbol or a
life symbol.

It is both; it is a symbol of life and death

because life and death are also inseparable from each
other. Thus the only emperor is a man who transcends the
dichotomy of life and death and sees them as one.
It is not just that the two stanzas are so juxtaposed
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as to show the unity of life and death. This obvious
structure shows the beauty of the inflections. As a matter
of fact, within each stanza the idea of the unity of life
and death is also implied, and this implication shows the
beauty of the innuendoes. In the first stanza, we see the
hustle and bustle of life. But this is only an appearance
of life. Stevens skillfully puts the scene of life within
the framework of a preparation for a funeral. Such a
framework indirectly shows that life is but a preparation
for death or that the life process is also a death process.
So the line "Let be be finale of seem" means: life is only
an appearance, a "seeming," and death is the reality of
life, a "being." Thus, in the final line we reach the final
understanding that life and death are one in the figure of
ice cream.
In the second stanza, the process is reversed. We see
instead a cold and depressed scene of death. And yet there
is still some touch of life in the scene. We see a "sheet /
On which she embroidered fantails once." That is a memory
of life. This small detail suggests that the fear of death
leads to a desire for life and also that death is part of
the life process, its end part, the final transformation of
life. Seen in this way, death gains a new perspective. Its
cruel factuality (cold and numb) becomes natural, a part of
the natural process of life. The line "Let the lamp affix
its beam" then suggests that death is life's self
transformation, natural and inevitable, and that therefore
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we should not be disturbed or grieved over this natural
phenomenon ("Let the lamp adjust its beam"). So, in
perceiving death, we perceive the full range and meaning of
life. Thus, in the final line, the emperor of ice cream
reappears and the final understanding that life and death
are one is reaffirmed.
This digression into "The Emperor of Ice-Cream" is
intended to illustrate that the attitude toward the
opposing aesthetics of representation and suggestion, good
and evil, beauty and ugliness as expressed in the fifth
blackbird poem has been consistently held by Stevens.

VI
Icicles filled the long window
With barbaric glass.
The shadow of the blackbird
Crossed it, to and fro.
The mood
Traced in the shadow
An indecipherable cause.
The focus of the poem is on "the mood." Though the
nature of the "mood" is not stated in the poem, the reader
still feels strongly a mysterious, ominous, and uneasy
atmosphere in the scene. The mood itself does not seem
to be the major concern in this poem; the poet seems more
concerned with the cause and effect of the mood. The cause,
though "indecipherable," is traced in the shadow of the
blackbird. The result of this tracing indicates that a
person's mood has its source in the environment in which a
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person happens to be. In other words, the poem is concerned
in part with how the environment affects people.
The idea of the influence of environment on man is
consistent in Stevens' poetry. One of the clearest
statements of the idea is found in the poem "Anecdote of
Men by the Thousand":
The soul, he said, is composed
Of the external world....
The dress of a woman of Lhassa,
In its place,
Is an invisible element of that place
Made visible. (CP, pp. 51-2)
The identity of "he" is not given in the poem. By his
view of the merging of the self and reality, we can infer
that he is Stevens’ hero, who does not separate his self
from reality. In short, the poem expresses that man is made
up of his environments. By comparison, we may say that the
mood of the speaker in the fifth blackbird poem is caused
by a moody environment, as implied in the "barbaric glass."
From the Daoist point of view, which Stevens shares,
nature is impersonal and neutral; it exists simply as it
is. It cannot be moody if we human beings do not perceive
it as such, if nature becomes moody, it is actually
affected by the mood of the person who views it at the
moment. As Stevens says in commenting on the theme of
"Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise," "... just as objects in
nature offset us, ... So, on the other hand, we affect
objects in nature by projecting our moods, emotions etc.:
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An old man from Pekin / Observes sunrise, / Through Pekin,
reddening"

(LWS, p. 195). Here the color of the sun rising

is affected by the old man's inner character as a person
from Beijing. In this blackbird poem, we see a similar
situation. Before the appearance of the shadow of the
blackbird, the glass is described as "barbaric." The
adjective "barbaric" contains some subjective element, for
any adjective is by nature relative. So it is human beings
who have first cast a film of their feelings on their
environments. It is on this "barbaric" glass, which has
already been affected by the emotional state of the
persona, that the shadow of the blackbird appears to be
ominous. So actually the mood is not only affected by the
environment, but also affects the environment as well. As
Stevens says in "Description without Place," "Her green
mind made the world around her green" (Palm, p. 270) .
Here the difference between the mood as the cause and
the mood as the effect is eliminated. The ominous shadow of
the blackbird is both the cause and the effect of the mood.
The cause and effect are simply interdependent. That is the
idea the word "indecipherable" tries to express. The cause
of the mood is indecipherable in the shadow of the
blackbird because the cause itself is affected by the mood
of the speaker, and thus is also the effect. So the poem
demonstrates that opposites of the cause and the effect are
one, and the human emotional state and the state of the
environment are one.

iced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

215

V II

O thin men of Haddam,
Why do you imagine golden birds?
Do you not see how the blackbird
Walks around the feet
Of the women about you?
The "golden birds" are likely to remind the reader of
Yeats' poem "Sailing to Byzantium." This association
suggests that the "golden birds" here may also be a figure
for art. Thus, this poem becomes one about the relationship
between art and life ("the feet / Of the woman about you").
Stevens seems to say that art is opposite to life but is
not separate from life. The two questions in the poem are
rhetorical questions. The first question implies a
statement about what art is not, and the second question
implies what art is. So the poem says that art is not
a pure or wishful imagination of golden birds in the mind,
but an ability to perceive meaning the real life— "to see
how the blackbird / Walks around the feet / Of the women
about you." Art depends on life for its meaning and its
life, and life also depends on art to become meaningful.
They are opposites, but they are one as well.
This reading of the seventh poem as representing the
idea of the unity of art and life can be supported by
another poem more clearly, "Paisant Chronicle." Stevens
says: "The fictive man. He may be seated in / A cafe. There
may be a dish of country cheese / And a pineapple on the
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table. It must be so" (Palm, p. 269). The fictive man is a
work of art. But this fictive man does not transcend life.
He is a real man seated in a cafe. In this equation, the
fictive man and a real man become one. Thus, art and life
are one. The same idea is also expressed at the end of the
poem "Of Modern Poetry":
It must
Be the finding of a satisfaction, and may
Be of a man skating, a woman dancing, a woman
Combing. The poem of the act of the mind.
(p. 175)
The "it" here refers to the poetic act, or "the poem of the
act of the mind." By saying that the satisfaction of
artistic creation comes from portraying a real "man
skating, a woman dancing,

[and] a woman combing," Stevens

unites art and life and regards them as one.

VIII
I know noble accents
And lucid, inescapable rhythms;
But I know, too,
That the blackbird is involved
In what I know.
This poem may be a variation of the seventh poem. It
also deals with the relationship between art and life. But
it is more specifically concerned with the relationship
between poetry and poetic material. The first two lines are
about poetry in its technical aspects. The words like
"accents" and "rhythms" are familiar terms used in the
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discussion of versification (Abrams Glossary, pp. 106, 14849). So the "accents" and "rhythms" are used here
synecdochally to represent poetry. But poetry is not just
"noble accents / And lucid, inescapable rhythms," or
versification; poetry includes life (as synecdochally
represented by the blackbird), the poetic material, which
is involved in what Stevens knows about poetry. Poetry is
the unity of versification and poetic idea, the harmony of
sound and sense.

IX
When the blackbird flew out of sight,
It marked the edge
Of one of many circles.
This poem is about the unity of reality and the
imagination, real and unreal. The real and unreal form the
opposites in the poem. Again they are not represented as
separations but as a unity. The real is represented by the
flight of the blackbird while still in view. But when the
blackbird flew out of sight, it marked the ending of the
real and the beginning of the unreal, the imaginative life
the blackbird will lead in the mind. Thus, the "many
circles" are like turnings of the colors of fire, the color
of hemlock, the leaves, the tails and cries of the peacocks
in the mind of the persona in "Domination of Black." They
are the imaginative circles. The real is the foundation of
the unreal as is suggested in "the edge of one of many
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circles." The idea is more clearly stated by Stevens in
"Adagia": "The real is only the base. But it is the base"
(OP, p. 160). The imaginative "many circles" are simply the
expansion of the one real circle. It is the real
multiplied. As Stevens states in "Adagia," "Reality is not
what it is. It consists of the many realities which it can
be made into"

(p. 178) . Or as he says poetically at the

beginning of "An Ordinary Evening in New Haven":
The eye's plain version is a thing apart,
The vulgate of experience. Of this,
A few words, an and yet, and yet, and yet-As part of the never-ending meditation.
(Palm, p. 331)
The imaginative circles are built upon the primary circle
of the eye's plain version. The one and many circles in
this blackbird poem correspond to "Reality" and "the many
realities" in the above statement, and also to "the eye's
plain version" and "an and yet, and yet, and yet." So,
this blackbird poem tries to express that: one and many
circles are one; the real and the unreal are one; the true
and the false are one; reality and the imagination are one.

X
At the sight of blackbirds
Flying in a green light,
Even the bawds of euphony
Would cry out sharply.
Here the blackbirds represent an image from reality.
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The "green light" also refers to reality. Hassar points out
that "Green is the color of life, but also the color of
reality without spirit"

(p. 39). The "bawds of euphony,"

according to Sukenick, are people who "evade reality in
order to indulge the beauties of language alone"

(p. 75).

So the basic contrast in this poem is between reality and
language. Again the separation and contrast do not mean a
mutual rejection. Even though the "bawds of euphony" want
to evade reality, they cannot succeed. The blackbird would
suddenly cause the bawds to "express themselves sharply:
naturally, with pleasure, etc."

(LWS, p. 340). Reality must

influence language and expression, and language in turn
makes the simple green light of reality more vivid. So
the poem expresses the unity of reality and language.

XI
He rode over Connecticut
In a glass coach.
Once, a fear pierced him,
In that he mistook
The shadow of his equipage
For blackbirds.
This poem resembles the tenth poem in that it also
deals with the problem of evasion of reality. The key
phrase in this poem is the "glass coach." The glass work is
often associated with the work of art in Stevens. For
instance, in "Reality is an Activity of the Most August
Imagination," Stevens says, "It was not a night blown at a
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glassworks in Vienna / Or Venice, motionless, gathering
time and dust" (Palm, p. 396). Here night, or reality, is
not a glasswork, or a work of art. So the "glass coach"
also suggests something artificial, in contrast with the
blackbirds, which are natural and real though not present
at the scene. The fact that the man rides in a glass coach
suggests that he confines himself to artificiality, to
the unreal, as the bawds in the previous poem confine
themselves to the artificiality of language. But unlike
those bawds of euphony who may still be impressed by the
beauty of the real, the man in this poem is afraid of any
intrusion of the real into the unreal. And yet, the real
cannot be evaded, or the unreal can never be separated from
the real. No matter how fanciful the mind of the person is,
the real blackbirds will intrude into the fanciful scene—
"he mistook / The shadow of his equipage / For
blackbirds." Although he does not welcome the real and is
disturbed by the intrusion of the real, he simply cannot
escape it. The real even haunts the most unreal domain of
fancy. So the poem points out that even fancy is not
separated from reality and the opposites of fancy and the
real are one.

XII

The river is moving.
The blackbird must be flying.
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The transition from the eleventh poem to the twelfth
poem is like the one from the second stanza to the third
and last in "Domination of Black," a transition from the
innermost world of the mind to the outer world of the vast
universe. But the thematic concern of this poem remains the
same— the unity of opposites. The shift from microcosm to
macrocosm seems to intend to provide the idea of the unity
of opposites with a universal implication.
The contrast in this poem can be clearly seen in the
juxtaposition of the flight of the blackbird and the flow
of the river. First of all, this juxtaposition indicates a
similarity between the flowing river and the flying
blackbird (Sukenick, p. 74). They both express "motion."
Some critics regard the juxtaposition as a similarity. This
view stresses the universality of the world. Seen from this
perspective of similitude of the two actions, the poem
suggests that movement or motion characterizes the nature
of the universe. Or in other words, the world is in
constant flux.
But the juxtaposition may also be viewed as indicating
a difference. The blackbird is a living thing; the river is
a non-living thing. The blackbird is up in the sky; the
river is down on the earth. Though they both move,
their manners of movement differ— one flies and the other
flows. The blackbird has to fly because of its nature. The
word "must" suggests necessity. Moreover, the word "must"
also suggests volition. This interpretation of the word
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"must" can be supported by Stevens' own comment on his
intention of using the word. He says that the point of the
poem is "the compulsion frequently back of the things that
we do"

(LWS, p. 340). The will of the blackbird to fly--to

be different from the river— emphasizes the individuality
of the world. The individuality is used here to mean the
differentiation or distinction among things.
Seen from the Daoist perspective, the poem suggests a
world of unity, the unity of the universality and
individuality of the world. The Daoist believes that what
is universal is individual and what is individual is
universal. This finds its clearest expression in Chapter
16 of Dao De Jing:
Therefore, Dao is great,
The heaven is great,
The earth is great,
The man is great.
So there are four greats in the universe.
One of which is man.
Man follows the earth,
The earth follows the heaven,
The heaven follows Dao,
Dao follows nature.
This passage clearly indicates that what is called "Dao" is
the universal way, the common way of man, earth, and
heaven. By following one another, man, earth, heaven,
different entities of the world, finally gather together in
Dao. In other words, individual ways follow the universal
way. The interpretation that sees this blackbird poem as
an expression of the universality of movement is close to
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this Daoist view of the universal way.
But Dao is not the final resting place of individual
ways. We also see a reverse cycle in the above passage from
Dao De Jing: "Dao follows nature." The term "nature" in
Chinese does not primarily refer to the physical body of
the world we live in. It is two words forming a phrase in
Chinese, literally meaning "Self-so," that which is as it
is spontaneously, naturally, of itself. So, the "Self-so,"
or nature, represents the individuality of all things in
the world. In Daoism, universality is not uniformity, but
individuality. By saying that "Dao follows nature," Lao Zi
indicates that the universal way follows the individual
ways. As Stevens says, "A great disorder is order"

(Palm,

p. 166) . The interpretation that sees this blackbird poem
as an expression of the individuality of the world is close
to this Daoist view of the Self-so.
To illustrate this character of Dao, Zhuang Zi creates
an interesting fable as follows:
The emperor of the South Sea was called Shu
[Brief], the emperor of the North Sea was called
Hu [Sudden], and the emperor of the Central
Region was called Hun-tun [Chaos]. Shu and Hu
from time to time came together for a meeting in
the territory of Hun-tun, and Hun-tun treated
them very generously. Shu and Hu discussed how
they could repay his kindness. "All men," they
said, "have seven openings so they can see,
hear, eat, and breathe. But Hun-tun alone
doesn't have any. Let's try boring him some!"
Every day they bored another hole, and on the
seventh day Hun-tun died. (Chapter 7)
The moral of this parable is that everything has its own
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Self-so and should be let to follow its own course of
existence. Each thing comes from the same source, Dao, and
yet is given a different form and passage of life. The
problem with Shu and Hu is that they do not realize the
truth that what is individual is universal. It is the
nature of things that each thing follows its own course--a
mushroom lives for a day, a summer cicada lives for a
season, and a man lives for decades. So the movement of
man following earth, earth following heaven, heaven
following Dao, and Dao following nature is not a linear
one, but one of returning to self, of cycle. What is
universal is individual, and what is individual is
universal.
Seen from this perspective of unity, the poem
expresses the unity of the universal and individual. By
putting two individual things and manners together in a
parallel, opposing each other, Stevens suggests, as any
Daoist would do, that what is regarded as an individual way
is the universal way and what is regarded as the universal
way must be the individual way— as "the blackbird must be
flying." Paraphrased according to this approach, the poem
reads: the most natural and harmonious order of the world
as represented in "The river is moving" is that each thing
in the world follows its own course by its own nature as
represented by "The blackbird must be flying."

9
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XIII
It was evening all afternoon.
It was snowing
And it was going to snow.
The blackbird sat
In the cedar-limbs.
When commenting on Pierre Leyns'

translation of "The

Thirteen Ways" into French, Stevens states: "I cannot say
that the translation of XIII fails to convey despair;
perhaps it does"

(LWS, p. 340). Like Pierre Leyris, any

Daoist will, in reading this last poem, fail to feel the
sense of despair in it. What a Daoist sees in the poem is
hope as well as despair, or a unity of hope and despair.
Like all other poems in this series, this poem, seen from
the Daoist perspective, also contains a pair of opposites.
The first three lines form a contrast to the last two
lines. In the first three lines, the sense of despair,
which results from an awareness of death in the winter
setting, is definitely there. Winter is the last season and
the end of a year; so figuratively, it is often associated
with death. The mood of the setting appears to suggest the
end of the world: "It was evening all afternoon"

(emphasis

added). The whole afternoon being described as like evening
signifies an impending death, or end of time. And this
scene of death is further described as inevitable and
predetermined— "It was snowing / And it was going to snow."
It is not just snowing; it is snowing by will

(as implied

in the verb phrase "to be going to do"), and it will not
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stop snowing. The scene looks rather bleak and desperate.
The sense of despair could be felt in these first three
lines.
But this sense of despair is transformed in the last
two lines into hope. A sense of hope perches on the cedar
tree, as suggested in the image of the blackbird sitting in
the cedar-limbs. The key element here is the cedar tree.
The cedar tree is an evergreen tree with aromatic durable
wood. The color "green" and the aromatic smell of the tree
indicate life and pleasantness. Thus, at this point the
poem looks more like one which represents the relationship
between life and death. The contrast of death and life
again does not suggest a separation of the two, but a
unity of the two. The image of the evergreen cedar tree
standing tall in the never-ending snow indicates that
within the apparent transformation of death is the life
force operating. Since the cedar is not just green, but
evergreen, it further suggests that life in its universal
sense is permanent. As the snow cannot turn the cedar white
no matter how cold and destructive it is, death cannot and
does not conquer life. What death conquers is death
itself. So death is a herald of life and is the working of
the universal life force, as winter is not winter forever
but is to usher in spring. Therefore, life and death are
one, each being in the other's bosom. When life and death
are seen as one, the sense of despair resulting from the
awareness of death is thus transformed into the sense of
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hope. Seen in this light, the blackbird sitting in the
cedar-limbs does not suggest a sense of loneliness and
helplessness amidst impending death, but rather
suggests a tremendous sense of peace, calm, and harmony.
Moreover, the contrast of death and life is often
regarded as one of the end and the beginning. So, as life
and death are one, the beginning and the end are one. This
last poem resembles the first poem in this series in many
ways. Both poems are set in winter; both have snow and
a blackbird; both suggest, among others things, that
death contains life; life contains death; and life and
death are one. So, in terms of the structure of the whole
series, the last poem seems to make a circle around to the
beginning and thus further implies that the end and the
beginning are one.

10

This circle graphically sums up the

theme of the whole group of poems: two things of opposite
natures depend on each other, and they are one.
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Chapter 8

Poetry of Change

According to Sister M. Bernetta Quinn, "What is
constant in Wallace Stevens' poetry, as well as in his
theory of poetry, is emphasis on change"

(p. 54). What she

means by "change" in her article "Metamorphosis in Wallace
Stevens" is the process by which human senses, imagination,
language, and rhetoric transform external reality into a
world of poetry.^ Another way of approaching the subject of
change in Stevens is to focus on the formal structure of
Stevens' poetry. For example, when commenting on "The
Comedian as the Letter C," Samuel French Morse points out,
"As ideological culmination of his early work and the
2 .
cornerstone of all his later poetry and prose,
it
recognizes and accepts the flux as its governing principle"
(p. 83). By "the flux as its governing principle," Morse
seems to refer to the manner of Stevens' poetry and prose.
Both approaches emphasize the practical aspect of change in
Stevens and neglect the philosophical aspect. They have
touched little on Stevens' idea of the nature and origin of
change and how his particular view of change is related to
his poetic process and structure. Therefore, according to
one critic, Joan Richardson, critical studies in this area
of Stevens' poetry— the subject of change— have not been
satisfactory. She has recently claimed that there is much
work to be done in the area of Stevens' connection with
228
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Heraclitus. About this connection, Richardson has the idea
of change particularly in mind: "In connection to
Heraclitus, in this note, it is sufficient to mention only
the philosopher's countless images of change" (p. 24). The
importance of such a statement does not lie in its specific
reference to Heraclitus, but in its pointing to a new
approach in the study of change in Stevens. This new
approach will examine the subject of change within a
broader framework of metaphysics. By pursuing such a
critical study, one discovers not only how change manifests
itself in Stevens' poetry, but also why his poetry is so
affected.
Heraclitus is generally recognized to be the first
Western philosopher to put the problem of change and order
at the center of his system. But. owing to the fact that his
original writings are lost, the knowledge of his theory of
change and order has been entirely dependent upon
"quotations, and reports in later literature that happens
to have survived"

(Kahn, p. 4). As a result, there have

been conflicting interpretations of his theory of change.
One interpretation, which has been dominant since Plato,
regards Heraclitus' theory of change as one of universal
flux. This interpretation is largely based on the famous
saying of Heraclitus: "One cannot step twice in the same
river"

(Bakewell, p. 33). According to this interpretation,

Heraclitus recognizes the nature of change as a continuous
transformation of all things and the pattern of change as
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being a straight course, a progression moving from a
beginning to an endless destination, without return.
Change is thus regarded as an endless linear motion. In
this universal flux, nothing will be the same again.
Such an idea of the nature of change often brings
melancholy, anxiety, and even despair. The ancient Chinese
philosopher Kong Zi (Confucius) holds the same idea of
change as an endless process. A story goes that one day,
standing by the side of a river, he lamented: "Like this
river, everything flows on ceaselessly, day and night"
(Qian, p. 65). Again, change is regarded as a linear
movement and as a chaotic flux. In this lamentation, a
strong sense of melancholy and a desire for arresting time
or change are felt.
If Stevens' thought of change resembles that, of
Heraclitus in any way, as Richardson has suggested, it
bears no resemblance at all with the image of this
Heraclitean river, which flows forever without returning.
The poem "This Solitude of Cataracts" has a direct allusion
to the Heraclitean river, but the attitude of the hero "he"
in the poem reacts negatively to the ever-changing
Heraclitean river.
He never felt twice the same about the flecked
river,
Which kept, flowing and never the same way twice,
flowing
Through many places, as if it stood still in one,
Fixed like a lake on which the wild ducks
fluttered,
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Ruffling its common reflections, thought-like
Monadnocks.
There seemed to be an apostrophe that was not
spoken.
There was so much that was real that was not real
at all.
He wanted to feel the same way over and over.
He wanted the river to go on flowing the same
way, ... (Palm, p. 321)
The river that, "kept flowing and never the same way twice"
unmistakably alludes to the Heraclitean aphorism. The river
of time and physical reality keeps changing and the man's
thought and feelings keep changing too.

("He never felt

twice the same about the flecked river.) But the "he" wants
to arrest this constant change; he wants "to feel the same
way over and over " and "the river to go on flowing the
same way." Later in the poem, he wants the physical reality
to be static like the moon, unchanging, nailed in one place
("nailed fast"). He also wants himself to be static too:
"He wanted his heart to stop beating and his mind to rest /
In a permanent realization"

(Palm, p. 322). The poem ends

with a strong "statement of the man's desire for permanence
and stability"

(Hines, p. 253).

The poem reflects Stevens' understanding of man’s
paradoxical attitude toward change, which is both loved and
hated, sought and avoided.

("He wanted the river to go on

flowing" but in "the same way.") It is so because man is a
paradoxical being: he wants stability or permanence at the
same time he v/ants change or impermanence. According to
Pascal, the desire for change is innate in human nature.
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"Our nature consists in motion," he writes;

"Complete rest

is death.... Nothing is so insufferable to man," he
continues, "as to be completely at rest"

(p. 195). So the

Heraclitean river appeals to and satisfies man's desire for
change, and yet it neglects another half of human nature—
the desire for permanence. So the Heraclitean river is
rejected by "he" in "This Solitude."
For the most part, it is permanence rather than
transiency, the enduring rather than the novel, which the
poets celebrate when they express man's discontent with his
own mutability and the mutability of things around him.
The withering and perishing of all mortal things, the
assault of time and change upon all things familiar and
loved, have moved them to elegy over the evanescent and the
ephemeral. From Shakespeare's "Love is not love which
alters when it alteration finds" in Sonnet 116 to Keats'
Grecian urn in "Ode on a Grecian Urn" and to Yeats' golden
birds in "Sailing to Byzantium," poets have mourned the
inevitability of change and longed for permanence in a
world of change. Art has become one of the havens man has
found to protect him from the assault of change in order to
satisfy his psychological need for the idea of permanence.
As Keats puts it in Endymion, "A thing of beauty is a joy
forever"

(p. 120).^

Another haven man has found to protect him from the
fear of change is religion, another strong expression of
man's anxiety over change and his desire for permanence. As
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Stevens says, quoting Jean Marie Guyau, "Religion consists
for the most part of meditation upon death" (SP, p. 184).
People hope that change can be arrested or harnessed in the
permanence of heaven, the imperishable paradise as well as
in the permanence of art, the Grecian urn or the golden
birds of Byzantium. The Christian woman in Stevens'

"Sunday

Morning" is a fine example. She is threatened by the fear
of death, the most serious moment of change in life. The
mutability of life drives her to long for "some
imperishable bliss" that is paradise (Palm, p. 6). Only the
thought of the permanence of heaven brings her comfort and
peace of mind.
It is also the thought of the permanence of art and
religion that brings comfort and peace of mind to the hero
in "This Solitude of Cataracts." At the end of the poem, he
wants "to be a bronze man breathing under archaic laps, /
Without the oscillations of planetary pass-pass, /
Breathing his bronzen breath at the azury centre of time"
(Palm, p. 322). The statue as a figure of art in Stevens
has been well recognized by his critics. So here the man
wanting to be a bronze man expresses the desire for
immortality as exemplified in art. And the word "azury" has
4
also been identified by some critics with "heavenly,"
besides its association with Stevens' use of blue as the
color of the imagination. Hence the "azury centre of time"
suggests the permanence of heaven. So through "he" in "This
Solitude," Stevens utters his discontent with the idea of

uced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

234

f lux.
This attitude is also evident at the end of "The Idea
of Order at Key West," where Stevens exclaims:
Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,
The maker's rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,
In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.
(Palm, pp. 98-9)
Stevens' rejection of the idea of constant flux, the
Heraclitean river, is also reflected in his theory of
poetic process. He says:
Given a fixed point of view, realistic,
imagistic, or what you will, everything adjusts
itself to that point of view; and the process of
adjustment is a world in flux, as it should be
for a poet. But to fidget with points of view
leads always to new beginnings and incessant new
beginnings lead to sterility. A single manner or
mood thoroughly matured and exploited is that
fresh thing, etc. (OP, p. xxxvii)
This passage clearly expresses Stevens' paradoxical
attitude toward the poetic process of changing
perspectives. Change is good, and it "should be [there] for
a poet." But the constant changing of perspectives creates
incessant new beginnings which, for Stevens, do not lead to
fertility, but to its opposite: "sterility." So he ends the
passage with the idea that some kind of Constance is needed
and must be maintained.
So the rejection of one extreme does not suggest the
acceptance of the other extreme in Stevens. Stevens does

uced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

235

not totally accept the idea of permanence in art and
religion either. He does not seem to have followed his
Romantic predecessors in the celebration of the golden bird
or the Grecian urn and his Christian forefathers in the
belief of "silent Palestine, / Dominion of the blood and
sepulchre"

(Palm, p. 5). As for the permanence of heaven,

he is opposed to the Christian woman. Through the mouth of
the speaker in "Sunday Morning," Stevens presents his
counterargument against the Christian woman’s wishful fancy
for paradise:
There is not any haunt of prophecy
Nor any old chimera of the grave,
Neither the golden underground, nor isle
Melodious, where spirits gat them home,
Nor visionary south, nor cloudy palm
Remote on heaven's hill, that has endured
As April's green endures; ... (p. 6)
He not only questions the existence of paradise but also
rejects the value of stasis represented in this idea of
paradise: "Is there no change of death in paradise? Does
ripe fruit never fall"

(p. 7). If such a static existence

is called the bliss of eternal life, Stevens would rather
embrace death, "who is the mother of beauty, mystical, /
Within whose bosom we devise / Our earthly mothers waiting,
sleeplessly"

(p. 7). He says elsewhere, "The wheel survives

the myths. / The fire eye in the clouds survives the gods"
(p. 168). To Stevens, the earth shall be "all of paradise
that we shall know" and the earth is permanent and endures
"as April's green endures" (p. 6). He is what he calls
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"This man [who] loved earth, not heaven, enough to die" (p.
130) .
As for the idea of the permanence of art, Stevens is
5
opposed to Yeats. He celebrates the living bird which
sings the song without human meaning, without human
feeling, a foreign song (p. 398). To Stevens, works of art
are not, and should not be, regarded as objects of
permanence. He says in "The Comedian as the Letter C," "The
words of things entangle and confuse. / The plume survives
its poems"

(p. 70). In "Lions in Sweden," he says: "If the

fault is with the lions, send them back / To Monsieur
Dufy's Hamburg whence they came. / The vegetation still
abounds with forms" (CP, p. 125).^ What is suggested in
these verses is that nature itself is permanent ("Survives
its poems") and is a work of art ("abounds with forms"). As
he says elsewhere, "The true poem is not the work of the
individual artist; it is the universe itself, the one work
of art which is forever perfecting itself"

(NA, p. 136).

A fuller expression of Stevens' attitude toward
objects of art is found in his comments on the statue,
which he at one point called "a symbol of art" (OP,
7
p. 219) . As a symbol of art, the statue represents for
Stevens only the static ideal left behind by dynamic
history. It embodies the past, not present nor future. As
Stevens says,

"The great statue of the General Du Puy ...

belonged / Among our more vestigial states of mind" (CP,
p. 392) . From the present point of view, the statue of the
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General is only "rubbish" (CP, p. 392). The past is no
longer alive; it is like "The mass of stone collapsed to
marble hulk, / Stood stiffly,

..." (OP, p. 44) and "like

newspapers blown by the wind"

(Palm, p. 3 38)

The distaste Stevens feels for the idea of the
permanence of the object of art results from his thought
that as a work of art, it has not changed. Stevens says in
"It Must Change" of "Notes"; "It means the distaste we feel
for this withered scene / Is that it has not changed
enough. It remains" (p. 216). And "This [our distaste for
permanence] means / Night-blue is an inconstant thing"
p. 216). Artistic endeavors, for Stevens, have meaning only to
the present. Art is life. As he says, "The theory of poetry
is the theory of life" (p. 349) and "it is life that we are
trying to get in poetry"

(OP, p. 158). So for Stevens, art

should not be an expression of permanence but an expression
of the artist's temporary sense of life and the world. The
artistic creations of the present have no meaning to the
future. As Nassar points out, for Stevens, "the 'statue'
which arose out of the artist's war with meaninglessness
lends value to life for a while, and then is meaningless to
another age" and "The noble gestures of the past have
hardly any meaning in the twentieth century; bronze and
marble imply a fixed and permanent order of which men can
know nothing"

(p. 78).

Then the question arises: if Stevens rejects both the
idea of flux and the idea of stasis, where does he stand
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in his dealing with change? This question leads us to
another view of change in reality, a view of change
different from either the one represented in the
Heraclitean river or the other represented in ideals of art
and paradise. It is the view of the change of reality as a
circular movement, a constant movement of repetitions.
Things not only change, or move forward, but also return.
Stevens takes this opposing view of change. As Patke points
out, for Stevens, the antidote for the agony of realizing
the "irrevocable nature of time" is the "thought of the
cyclicity and recurrence of pattern within change"
p. 2 2 1 ).
This different view of change brings us back to
Heraclitus again. There is another interpretation of
Heraclitus' theory of change, which is based on the
principle of the unity of opposites. Arguing against the
traditional reading of the Heraclitean theory of change,
Charles H. Kahn claims that "the most systematic expression
of cosmic structure in the fragments

[of Heraclitus'

writing] refers to processes of a cyclical character,
the pattern that unifies day and night"

like

(p. 151). According

to this interpretation, Heraclitus recognizes the nature of
change as the alternation of opposites and the pattern of
change as the circular movement. This interpretation is
largely based on the following three sayings:

(1) "The

ordering, the same for all, no god nor man has made, but it
ever was and is and will be: fire everliving, kindled in
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measures and in measures going out" (p. 45);

(2) "Cold

warms up, warm cools off, moist parches, dry dampens"
p. 53); (3) "The god: day and night., winter and summer, war
and peace, satiety and hunger. It. alters, as when mingled
with perfumes, it gets named according to the pleasure of
each one"

{p. 85).

If these sayings are compared with some of the sayings
of Lao Zi, a striking similarity between this
interpretation of Heraclitean thought and Daoist thought
will reveal itself. What Heraclitus calls "the ordering,
the same for all" resembles Lao Zi's "Dao," the universal
way. Just as Lao Zi asserts that "Dao follows nature
[the self-so]" and "It was before gods," the "ordering" in
Heraclitus is also spontaneous of itself ("no god nor man
has made"). No one knows where "Dao" or "the ordering"
comes from, but it is there in the universe for eternity.
This eternal Dao or "the ordering" is change in the manner
of fire which is kindled and extinguished in successive
alternation. As "Dao" is described as change in the manner
of the alternation of Yin and Yang, the second saying of
Heraclitus'

listed above illustrates the same universal

principle in another way. As part of the universal cycle,
any state of being moves to its opposite by nature and will
by nature return to itself in time. Moreover, in Daoism,
what is divine is "Dao," which is defined by the
alternation of Yin and Yang: "One Yin and one Yang: that is
Tao" (Legge Yi King, p. 278). The verbal pattern in the
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third saying listed above resembles that in the above
definition of Dao, though it is in the reverse order,
beginning with "The God: day and night,

..." (Kahn, p. 85).

As has been mentioned in the previous chapter, the
universal way, the "Dao," is both the unity of opposites
and the alternation of opposites. The third saying of
Heraclitus ' signifies the same principles of the universal
order: v/hat is divine, represented by the image of god, is
the unity of opposites as represented in "day and night,
winter and summer, war and peace, satiety and hunger" and
is the alternation of the opposites ("It. alters").
Seen in this light, the motion of change is then not
like a river which flows incessantly without returning,
but like the shuttle moving constantly between the two
opposite poles. When one principle or state of being
reaches its opposite extreme, it returns to its original
state of being. Therefore, change is not limitless, or
boundless. Change itself is endless, but its course has
temporary boundaries and reverses constantly when it
reaches one of the opposite boundaries. Thus, the constant
reversal between the two poles constitutes the circular
principle of change. This principle is most evident in the
natural cycle of seasons and day's. The four seasons are the
products of the interaction of two opposite principles.
Summer is represented by the yang principle; winter is
represented by the yin principle. Spring is the change from
the yin of winter to the yang of summer; while autumn
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moves the earth from the yang of summer to the yin of
winter. The same is true of the process of days. We have
four divisions of a day: morning, noon, afternoon, and
night. Noon is represented by the yang principle; night is
represented by the yin principle. Morning is the change
from the yin of night to the yang of noon; while afternoon
is a return from the yang of noon to the yin of night. Seen
in this light, transitory nature endures because change is
circular and seasonal repetitions will thus never end. Such
a view brings hope, joy, security, and faith in nature
because it satisfies the paradoxical nature of man,
fulfilling his/her needs for change as well as for
permanence. In this light, anything will change, but will
be the same again. In short, this view of change regards
the origin of change as the unity or interdependence of the
opposites, and the nature of change as the transformation
of one state of being to its opposite, and the pattern of
change as an endless cycle.
Stevens' view of change resembles this second
interpretation of Heraclitus' theory of change and the
Daoist principle of change. His idea of the origin of
change is also based on the duality of the world. He
clearly states: "Two things of opposite natures seem to
depend / On one another ... / This is the origin of change"
(Palm, p. 218). If the origin of change is the existence of
the polarity of things, the pattern of change is naturally
the circular movement between the poles. In light of this
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view of change, the water of the river which flows to the
sea never to return in Heraclitus and Kong Zi's
(Confucius') mind returns from the sea to the land. Stevens
says in "The Man of the Blue Guitar":
It is the sea that whitens the roof. The sea
drifts through the winter air. It is the sea
that the north wind makes. The sea is in the
falling snow. (Palm, p. 146)
If the river which runs to the sea returns from the sea in
the falling snow, one does not have to lament its flowing
away. The constant returns, or repetitions, mean
permanence, and this recognition of the circular nature of
change brings consolation and faith in the earth.
Let's return for a moment to the above mentioned
comment Stevens has made on the change of perspectives.
According to Stevens' theory of the origin of change, the
reason that he rejects the incessant changing of
perspectives and believes that incessant new beginnings
lead only to "sterility" is that the process actually does
not change at all. If change is understood to be the
alternation of opposites, the constant changing constitutes
only one element in the unity of change; therefore the
constant change does not change at all. When the process
arrests itself and comes to a standstill, then change takes
place. The same logic is also implied in Lao Zi's dialectic
of beauty and goodness:
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If everybody regards something as beautiful,
That something will not be beautiful;
If everybody regards somebody as good,
That somebody will not be good. (Ch. 2)
The existence of one thing depends on the existence of its
opposite, and the existence of change also depends on the
existence of two opposing states. The constant changing is
not change; nor is there any permanent ideal, though ideals
are the products of change made by the human sense of
beauty, goodness, or truth. As Stevens speaks of
a painting of the past in "Notes," "it has not changed
enough"

(Palm, p. 216), though it is something changed by

the artist from reality. So Stevens rejects both extremes
of change on the very ground that they are not changed
enough.
This view of change has influenced Stevens in many
ways. First of all, he describes the process of mind in
terms of the cycle of seasons. Stevens says: "I suppose
that the way of all

mind is from romanticism to realism, to

fatalism and then to inaifferentism, unless the cycle re
commences and the thing goes from indifferentism back to
romanticism all over again. No doubt one could demonstrate
that the history of

the thing is the history of a cycle"

(LWS, p. 350). Here

Stevens maps out four stages in the

changing process of the mind. The pattern of the process is
not linear, but circular. The interesting thing is that the
cycle of the mind seems to be modeled on the cycle of the
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seasons. The four stages of the mind correspond to the four
seasons— romanticism and spring, realism and summer,
fatalism and autumn, and indifferentism and winter. Though
Stevens does not explicitly say that he had the idea of
seasons in his mind when he made the statement, there is
evidence in his poetry which reveals that he does often
compare the state of the mind with the state of the season
and he believes that the order of nature is the order of
the mind.
The association of spring and the romanticism of the
mind is manifest in the poem "Nomad Exquisite":
As the immense dev; of Florida
Brings forth
The big-finned palm
And green vine angering for life,
As the immense dew of Florida
Brings forth hymn and hymn
From the beholder,
Beholding all these green sides
And gold sides of green sides,
And blessed mornings,
Meet for the eye of the young alligator,
And lightning colors
So, in me, come flinging
Forms, flames, and the flakes of flames.
(Palm, p. 44)
The subject, is the state of the mind in spring, the season
of life and vitality. The romantic color of the mind in
spring is first suggested by the title of the poem, "Nomad
Exquisite." The word "nomad" is full of romantic flavor.
Abrams sums up the romantic ideals in the following ways:
(1 ) romanticism favors innovation over traditionalism;
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romanticism favors "spontaneity" over the artful
manipulation;

(3) romanticism favors personal feelings and

meditation over social conditions and problems

(Glossary,

pp. 115-16). According to these definitions, this poem does
express these qualities of the romantic state of the mind.
As the force of nature brings nature to life, the force of
the mind brings the mind to life. The prepositional phrase
"in me" indicates the personal nature of the romantic mind
and the process— "come flinging / Forms, flames, and the
flakes of flames"—

expresses the spontaneity.

The association of the realism of the rnind with summer
can be illustrated by the poem "Credences of Summer."
Now in midsummer come and all fools slaughtered
And spring's infuriations over and a long way
To the first autumnal inhalations, young broods
Are in the grass, the roses are heavy with a
weight
Of fragrance and the mind lays by its trouble.
Now the mind lays by its trouble and considers.
The fidgets of remembrance come to this.
This is the last day of a certain year
Beyond which there is nothing left of time.
It comes to this and the imagination's life.
(Palm, p. 287)
The comparison between the natural cycle of seasons and the
cycle of the imagination is explicitly made at the end of
the second stanza: "it comes to this and the imagination's
life." Summer is established in the poem not only as the
season of nature's fulfillment, but also as the season of
the imagination's fulfillment: "Young broods / Are in the
grass, the roses are heavy with a weight." The midsummer is
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regarded as the last day of the year because the year is
regarded as a cycle of creation and decreation and the
midsummer is the endpoint of the upward surge of the
creative phase of the cycle. It is the time of maximum
production both in the imaginative cycle and in the cycle
of nature. After this point, both the imagination and
nature begin the downward movement of the decreative phase
of the cycle, with the mid-winter as the lowpoint. What
characterizes the season of summer is the "moment of unity"
(Hines, p. 219) . The unity of object and subject without
distinction: "Postpone the anatomy of summer, as / The
physical pine, the metaphysical pine" (Palm, p. 288). The
realism of the mind is implied in the metaphor of sight
which has come into direct contact with reality: "Let's see
the very thing and nothing else. / Let's see it with the
hottest fire of sight. / Burn everything not part of it to
ash" (p. 288). Realism is said to present an accurate
imitation of life as it is. So
Deep in the woods
They sang of summer in the common fields.
They sang desiring an object that was near,
In face of which desire no longer moved,
Nor made of itself that which it could not find.
(p. 291)
The idea of representing life as it is is clearly expressed
in this passage. In summer and in the realism of the mind,
"we accept what is / As good"

(p. 289).

The association of the fatalism of the mind and the
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season of autumn is evident in the poem "The Auroras of
Autumn." As nature is subject to change, to the destructive
force of the west wind, the mind is subject to decreation,
to the process of decreating its own creations. The
creative and active force of the mind loses its ground to
the decreative and passive force of the mind as the
creative and active force of nature loses its ground to the
decreative and passive force of nature. The phenomenon of
this change in nature is manifest in the withering of
flowers and the falling of leaves. In the life of the mind,
the phenomenon of change is manifest in the rejection of
the former imaginings. So we see a series of repetitions of
the phrase "Farewell to an idea," which begins Sections II,
III, and IV.
Farewell to an idea ... A cabin stands,
Deserted, on a beach. It is white,
As by a custom or according to
An ancestral theme or as a consequence
Of an infinite course, (p. 308)
When autumn sets in, nature begins to lose its color. When
the fatalism of the mind sets in, the mind also loses its
color. Thus, it will see reality as greyish white, "a white
of an aging afternoon"

(p. 308).

Though Stevens himself doubts whether the word
"indifferentism" is "a well-chosen word," he has made a
very clear definition of it: "The indifferentist does not
relate his experience to anything; he accepts les valeurs
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de pere de famille" (LWS, p. 354). Since winter is a
season of cold, and thus a season of numbness or
disinterest because of the cold, it corresponds with
the indifferentist1s state of mind. The association of
indifferentism of the mind with winter is best represented
in "The Snow Man." The winter mind is neither a man or
snow, but nothing itself, nothing in the sense of
neutrality, or indifference to sides. Such an indifference
is ready to accept all. In some later poems such an
association becomes more pervasive. In "The Plain Sense of
Things," for instance, we see:
After the leaves have fallen, we return
To a plain sense of things. It is as if
We had come to an end of the imagination,
Inanimate in an inert savoir. (Palm, p. 382)
Here the end of the year parallels the end of the
imagination. The indifferentism of the mind is well
expressed in the phrase "inanimate in an inert savoir."
Also, in "A Clear Day and No Memories," the setting is a
day in deep winter. As the winter scenery is empty, the
mind is at ease:
Today the mind is not part of the weather.
Today the air is clear of everything.
It has no knowledge except of nothingness
And it flows over as without meaning, (p. 397)
The mind flowing "over as without meaning" suggests
the air of indifference of the winter mind.
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The view of the nature of change as the attraction of
opposites or as desire for the opposite has also
influenced the structure of some of Stevens' poems. Two
poems, "The Paltry Nude Starts on a Spring Voyage" and
"Farewell to Florida," are good examples of such an
influence. In "The Paltry Nude," the early spring is
personified as the paltry nude. She is a nude because she
has not yet put on the dress of green ("Not on a shell").
But she is "discontent" with the sparsity of the early
spring; she is "tired of the salty harbors," an image of
winter. Desire for summer, for dress, evolves from this
poverty. She is eager for "purple stuff upon her arms," to
be transformed into the "goldener nude" of summer. The
structure of the whole poem resembles the pattern of change
described in Dao De Jing: "If one wants to gather
something up, / One must first spread it" (Ch. 16).
That is, for one thing to happen, one starts from its
opposite, which will inevitably reverse itself. If one
wants to have the green of spring and the purple of summer,
one must have the white of the late winter or early spring
first. According to the lav; of change, the white of early
spring, the opposite of the purple of summer, will
eventually turn to summer.
But if one is in summer for some time, one is also
inevitably tired of the fullness of summer and wants to
return to winter, to the white. One thing cannot stay long
and always turns to its opposite by nature. The poem
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"Farewell to Florida" reflects this pattern of change.

It

is a poem of departure from the exotic south, the summer.
Though the persona knows too well that his "north is
leafless and lies in a wintry slime," he still cries to the
ship: "To the cold, go on, high ship, go on, plunge on"
(Palm, p. 126). The reason for this desire for the
barrenness and cold of winter is not that winter is
superior to summer in an absolute sense. It is the natural
principle of change working both in nature and in the
consciousness of the human mind. As Crispin realizes in his
journey for truth, one cannot be one thing and be it long,
and one cannot think one thing and think it long (p. 71).
Change is unavoidable and the course of change is always
running between opposites.
The cyclical pattern of change is like a turning
wheel: what rises must fall and what falls must rise. So if
any one thing moves to an extreme in one direction, a
change must bring the opposite result. The most manifest
example will be the alternation of day and night. The
movement of day reaches night and the movement of night
reaches back to day. Day aims to perfect itself but ends
with failure to achieve its goal. This endless cycle sounds
very fatalistic. But for the Daoist, the purpose of
understanding the nature of this cyclical pattern of
change is not to subject oneself to the wheel of change,
but to free oneself from it. The understanding is not
achieved for its own sake but to direct human actions. What
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the Daoist learns from the understanding of this principle
of change is that to free oneself from the cycle of change,
one simply goes the opposite way, against the direction of
the turning wheel. Lao Zi says, "Know the male, but keep to
the female"

(Ch. 28). The statement has nothing to do

with the literal male and female relationship. The male and
the female are used here as figures of any two opposites,
yin and yang. The idea is that when one aims at something,
one must act upon its opposite because the law of change,
or the wheel of change, will bring one back to the
something he first aimed at. But if one aims at something
and acts upon it, the wheel of change will bring the
opposite result rather than the one one originally had
sought. So the wise man, the man of Dao, always acts by the
opposite way.
In this respect, Stevens is also a man of Dao because
he has also acted by the opposite way in his poetry. Here I
would like to concentrate on one poem which serves as a
good case study of how well Stevens has understood the
Daoist view of the nature of change. It is "The Comedian
as the Letter C."
As Morse points out, "The Comedian" takes change as
its "governing principle"

("Bergson," p. 83). And this

principle is embodied in the plot of the poem. Litz says,
"'The Comedian 1 belongs to a familiar literary genre, the
voyage of discovery which becomes an 'introspective' voyage
of self-discovery"

(p. 120) . In similar terms, Patke states
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that the poem is an "allegorical narrative, a symbolic
hero's quest for self-hood and identity, organized in the
form of a voyage of exploration and discovery"

(p. 18). In

short, it is a poem of the growing up of "one modern poet"
(Vendler, p. 38).
The pattern of Crispin's journey is a constant
alternation between two poles, self and soil, the moon of
g
the imagination and the sun of reality. The comedy as
reflected in the structure of the journey is brought about
by the wheel of change. The change itself is not comic;
what is comic is that the change always brings the opposite
g
result to what Crispin intended to achieve.
In the first
four sections, Crispin cannot achieve what he has intended,
but achieves what he has not intended. The principle of
change only brings the opposite to what is intended. Only
in the last two sections, where Crispin stops aiming to
achieve anything, has he accomplished his achievement.
The narrative of Crispin's journey can be divided into
two parts. The first part consists of the first four
sections, and the second part consists of the last two
sections. The first part represents a story of failure, and
the second part represents a story of success. The cause of
the failure in the first stage of Crispin's search for
poetic truth, as Stevens sees and tries to represent in
this poem, is that Crispin is ignorant of the nature of
change, which is reversal. Crispin tries to act in order
to achieve his goal, but the action itself always brings
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him the opposite result. When he starts out on his
journey, Crispin acts like a Romantic hero, who takes the
proposition that "man is the intelligence of his soil" as
his motto. For a Romantic hero, the word "soil" is not
meant to signify the land only; it represents both land and
sea, thus the whole of physical reality. So, as a Romantic
hero, Crispin is not satisfied with being the master of the
land. He looks to the sea, figure of a larger reality, and
wishes that man should be at the center of all the universe
and be the "intelligence" of both the land and the sea. As
man has so easily subjugated the land, being its master
("Socrates of snails," and "musician of pears"), he will as
easily conquer the sea and be the master of the sea.
Crispin acts heroically to achieve something, but the
result is the opposite of everything he has intended to
achieve. His romantic wish-fulfillment is not realized. In
front of the vast universe represented by the sea, man is
limited: "One eats one pate, even of salt" (Palm, p. 58).
And the ancient Crispin "was washed away by magnitude" of
the sea of reality and "was dissolved"

(p. 59).

In the second section "Concerning the Thunderstorms of
Yucatan," Crispin appears as a realist; the change has been
brought about by the sea experience. He has moved from the
extreme of romanticism to the extreme of realism: "Into a
savage color he went on" (p. 61).
The night bird, symbol of romantic sentimentality, has
no more attraction to Crispin now. He embraces the present.
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The native hawk, falcon, green toucan, and jay become
friends to him. He begins to attend to minute things in
nature, to real objects: "How greatly had he grown in his
demesne, / This auditor of insects"

(p. 61). He becomes

"difficult and strange / In all desires, his destitution's
mark"

(p. 61). Instead of expressing himself, he is now

imitating nature ("making notes"). But reality is not just
what is visible, but also what is invisible. It is also
something beyond human perception and reason. The invisible
and spiritual force of nature or reality is embodied in the
"gesticulating lightning, mystical" and the thunderstorm.
Before this invisible power, the realist Crispin takes
"flight"

(p. 63) and finds himself shelter in the

"Cathedral with the rest" (p. 63). Since religion is a
expression of the human desire to understand the unknown
and invisible, it can be related to the imagination. So the
end of the second section suggests that the spirituality of
nature revitalizes the imagination of Crispin and turns
him, despite his own will, into a romantic again. He had
intended to become a realist, but his action in pursuing
his intention only brings the opposite result; he becomes a
romantic again.
Therefore, in the beginning of the third section
"Approaching Carolina," Crispin appears as a romantic,
though a different kind from that in the first section, in
which he appears as an intellectual romantic, who believes
in knowing all and wants to know all, a modern Faust. In
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this third section, he appears as a poetical romantic who
wants to write "the book of moonlight":
The book of moonlight is not written yet
Nor half begun, but when it is, leave room
For Crispin, fagot in the lunar fire,
Who, in the hubbub of his pilgrimage
Through sweating changes, never could forget
That wakefulness of meditation sleep
In which the sulky strophes willingly
Bore up, in time, the somnolent, deep songs.
(pp. 63-64)
The romanticism is expressed in his imaginative dreams of
America. America is beautiful in the moonlight of his
imagination. He regretted that he had tried to be a realist
before in Yucatan. He lamented:
How many poems he denied himself
In his observant progress, lesser things
Than the relentless contact he desired;
How many sea-masks he ignored; what sounds
He shut out from his tempering ear; what thought,
Like jades affecting the sequestered bride;
And what descants, he sent to banishment.
(p. 64)
He thought, "Perhaps the Arctic moonlight really gave the
liaison, the blissful liaison, / Between himself and his
environment"

(p. 64). But then there is another turn of the

wheel of change. Crispin, instead of becoming a true
romantic poet, is brought back to being a realist again.
As in his previous experiences, he acts to become a
romantic only to achieve the opposite of what he has
intended. At the end of the section, we see that Crispin
rejects the moonlight: "It [the Arctic moonlight] seemed /
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Illusive, faint, more mist than moon, perverse / Wrong as a
divagation to Peking" and "Moonlight was an evasion" of
reality (pp. 64-5). He returns to the real again. At this
point in the poem, Stevens hints that Crispin has just come
to an understanding of the nature of change reflected in
the course of his journey:
Thus he conceived his voyaging to be
An up and down between two elements,
A fluctuating between sun and moon,
A sally into gold and crimson forms,
As on this voyage, out of goblinry,
And then retirement like a turning back
And sinking down to the indulgences
That in the moonlight have their habitude.
(p. 65)
Crispin begins to understand the inevitable cycle of the
wheel of change: one starts out here only to reach there.
He has not yet acquired the wisdom of the Daoist sage, who
knows that one must start from there in order to reach here
and by so doing one may be free from the wheel of change
and be a master of change. There is one more trial before
Crispin becomes the same kind of wise man as a Daoist sage.
At the end of this section, Crispin approaches the real
Carolina, the opposite of the imaginary Carolina he had
first intended to embrace.
As he arrives at Yucatan, naked, so Crispin arrives at
Carolina, a spring nude, beginning a direct, realistic
contact with reality. "The moonlight fiction disappeared"
(p. 65). At the beginning of the fourth section, the
romantic's motto that "man is the intelligence of his soil"
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is completely reversed into the realist's motto that "his
soil is man's intelligence"

(p. 56). Crispin's journey has

reached the very end of the other extreme. Crispin thinks
that this motto is better: "That's better. That's worth
crossing seas to find" (p. 6 6 ). He is determined to make a
new intelligence prevail. This new intelligence is summed
up by Crispin in the following pronouncement: "The natives
of the rain are rainy men" (p. 67). That is, the
particulars of reality must determine the nature of man.
But what Crispin later finds out is the opposite of his
goal. By pushing too hard to one extreme, instead of
reaching one's goal, one actually returns to where he has
begun. The insistence on man's becoming a subordinate to
reality actually turns itself into a romantic wishfulfillment, though it looks as if it was pursuing a
realistic ideal. So Crispin confesses:
These bland excursions into time to come,
Related in romance to backward flights,
However prodigal, however proud,
Contained in their afflatus the reproach
That first drove Crispin to his wandering.
(P- 6 8 )
The circular movement of Crispin's journey is clearly
summed up in this passage. Crispin sets out to find a
difference only to be thrown back to the same beginning.
The poem in its original form "From the Journal of
Crispin" finishes at the end of the fourth section. In this
form, the journey icself and the narrative structure of it
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are complete. Its circular design is unmistakable. It
teaches a lesson that one does not get what one has
intended to get and gets what one has not intended to get
because the law of change is reversal. As Lao Zi says, "The
movement of Dao is reversal"

(Ch. 40). Another wise

saying of Lao Zi also seems to have well summed up the
lesson Crispin has learned from his experience: "One who
acts to seize the world—

/ I do not think he would

accomplish the goal.... / One who acts to seize it will
lose it" (Ch. 29). If this poem had been left just as it
was in the form of "From the Journal of Crispin," Crispin
would have appeared as a failed hero, one who is comic
because he does not understand the nature of change and is
trapped in the wheel of change without his knowledge. But
the addition of the last two sections turns Crispin into a
successful hero, who has become a divine fool. He becomes a
man who knows and yet acts as if he did not know. He begins
to act by the opposite way in the last two sections. By
doing so, he transcends the wheel of change and becomes
wise and free.
As the fifth section, "A Nice Shady Home," begins,
Crispin appears drastically different from the person in
the first four sections, in which Crispin is always acting,
trying to achieve his goal. But he always ends up with the
opposite result. From the fifth section on, things take a
turn. Crispin does not act any more. He becomes an inactive
hero. Instead of dreaming of the sea, Crispin now becomes a
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"hermit, pure and capable," dwelling "in the land"

(Palm,

p. 69). He no longer longs for the sea and to be its master
its colonizer: "His emprise to that idea soon sped"

(p. 69)

Crispin renounces his overly ambitious speculation in favor
of the commonplace of the quotidian. He tries to forget
what "shall or ought to be" and settles for what "is"

(p.

70). instead of imagining the moonlight Carolina or a real
colony, he slides "from his continent by slow recess / To
things within his actual eye" (p. 70). In short, he does
not act purposefully.

In Lao Zi's words, he is now acting

without action ("Wu Wei"). And also as Lao Zi predicts,
"By acting without action, / One restores everything to
order"

(Ch. 2). The idea is that when one does not take

sides, one will see everything in order. In the sixth
section "And Daughters with Curls," we see that Crispin, by
not being the master of the land, has become the master of
his home. By not trying to be father of everything (either
romantic moonlight or realist sunray), Crispin has become
the father of four daughters. As Sukenick points out, the
defeat has turned out to be a "fulfillment"

(p. 59). The

daughters are symbols of his achievement of being in
harmony with nature. If one does not try to control nature,
to conquer it, or to mold it to one's will, one will be one
with nature and get rewards from it: "For all it takes it
gives a humped return / Exchequering from piebald fiscs
unkeyed"

(Palm, p. 72). The opposite way brings Crispin all

the achievements he had once dreamt of and had acted
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vigorously but vainly to realize. By following the opposite
way, Crispin finally frees himself from the wheel of
change. Or rather, he has become the master of change.
What Crispin has learned at last from his quest may be
summed up by the following passage from Dao De Jing:
Those who would take over the earth
And shape it to their will
Never, I notice, succeed.
The earth is like a vessel so sacred
That at the mere approach of the profane
It is marred.
And when they reach out their fingers,
It is gone. (Bynner, Ch. 29)
It is the Daoist wisdom of Wu Wei, or inaction, or acting
in the opposite way. This wisdom of Wu Wei is bred from the
understanding of the cyclical pattern of change in reality.
By the law of change, everything will move to its opposite.
So, inaction, passivity, purposelessness, unconsciousness,
forgetfulness of self, ignorance, reverence for the
unknown, love for earth, will eventually turn into their
opposite counterparts. A man who has come to the
understanding of this law and has acted accordingly is
called a man of enlightenment, or a man of Dao. Lao Zi and
Zhuang Zi were such wise men. Stevens seems also to have
come to such an understanding and to have acted in a
similar manner, as we see in "The Comedian." So he may also
be called a man of Dao. Stevens and Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi
are one.
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Chapter 1

Stevens and China

1 For details of Fenollosa's influence on Stevens,

see

Richardson, pp. 60, 62, 169; Fenollosa, Epochs, in which
the contents of these lectures were gathered.
2

Bynner made his first visit to China in 1917 and his

second visit, which lasted for almost a year, in 1921. For
details about his translation of a Chinese anthology of
three hundred poems of the Tang Dynasty (The Jade Mountain)
and Lao Zi's Dao De Jing (The Way of Life), see his
article "Remembering a Gentle Scholar" in The Chinese
Translations.
3
Dickinson, Letters From John Chinaman.
4 As Miller also points out,

"this evaporation of the

gods, leaving a barren man in a barren land, is the basis
of all Stevens' thought and poetry" ("Being," p. 144).
5
Richardson, pp. 242, 527.
g
The referred definition of poetry is: "Poetry is the
statement of a relation between a man and the world" (OP,
p. 172). Judith and Arthur Hart Burling point out in
Chinese Art, in China "art was one of the necessities of
life ... a basic part of the scheme of existence" (p. 9).
7
For Stevens' interest in color, both as a visual
effect and as a symbolic device, see Buttel, pp. 27, 29261
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30, 69-73, 114-15; Nassar, p. 37.
g

The source of this translation is unknown. Judging
from the content and from the allusion to a Chinese
philosopher, I take it to be a translation of the second
sentence or saying in The Analects, the collection of the
wise sayings of Kong Zi (Confucius). The translation
Stevens had quoted is literally untrue to the original
though it still amusingly retains the original meaning and
tone. A more accurate translation would be: "There are
friends coming in from afar, is not this pleasant?" The
accuracy of the translation does not concern us here. What
is important in the act of quoting from the Chinese
philosopher is the fact that the Chinese ideas had
attracted Stevens. For details of Kong Zi and Confucianism,
see Arthur Waley, The Analects of Confucius.
9
Also m Taki, pp. 42-44.
Stevens also said in "Adagia": "It is life that we
are trying to get in poetry"

(OP, p. 158); "The purpose of

poetry is to contribute to man's happiness"
11

(OP, p. 168).

For comments on these landscape themes, see

Binyon, "Painting and Calligraphy," pp. 22-23.
1 2 In China, a poem or a painting is "intended to
portray an inner reality rather than an outward likeness"
(Burling, p. 12). Binyon comments on the union of the
external and the internal in Chinese landscape paintings in
the following way: "It is a far different spirit which
animates the Asian landscapes. In these paintings we do not
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feel that the artist is portraying something external to
himself; that he is caressing the happiness and soothing
joy offered him in the pleasant places of the earth, or
even studying with wonder and delight the miraculous works
of nature. But the winds of the air have become his
desires, and the clouds his wandering thoughts; the
mountain-peaks are his lonely aspirations, and the torrents
his liberated energies"
13

(Dragon, p. 19).

Stevens said elsewhere, "Landscape-gardening [is]

another art of Chinese origin aimed at a definite influence
on the beholder's mind"
14

(SP, p. 221).

Binyon says: "The Chinese make of evocation or

suggestion an aesthetic principle. In Chinese art and
poetry we find an instinctive avoidance of display, a
reliance on suggestion, a pregnant hint, which is to enter
into the spectator's or the reader's mind and be completed
there"
15

(Dragon, p. 23).
A good book about the history of Chinese art and

culture is Rene Grousset's Chinese Art and Culture.
^

For details of life styles of ancient Chinese poets,

see Lin Yutang's The Gay Genius.
i 7

See p. 112 of Burling's Chinese Art and the

painting, "Gathering of Scholars at Western Garden," in the
"Illustrations" section of Lin Yutang's The Gay Genius for
an illustration of the lives of ancient Chinese poets. From
the pictures, we can see that writing and reciting poems,
playing music, playing checkers, and painting are always
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the central activities in their gatherings,
18
See Bloom, Modern Critical Views, p. 1.
19

L W S , pp. 301, 303, and 303, n.

20

For a more detailed definition of teaism, see

Okakura, The Book of Tea, p. 1.
21

There are only two references to "chrysanthemum."

One is in "Contrary Theses II" (CP, p. 270); the other is in
"Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery"

(Palm, p. 108). In

both poems, "chrysanthemum" is used as an image of the
reassurance of the permanence, the universal order in its
endless cycles
2

2

(Sukenick, p. 214).

The poem was written in 1940, some two years after

the Sino-Japanese War broke out. The first two lines in
Section III of the poem very likely refer to China: "One
year, death and war prevented the jasmine scent / And the
jasmine islands were bloody martyrdoms"

(Palm, p. 188).

2 3
All the quotations from Dao De Jing used in this
dissertation are my own translation, based on the Chinese
text Lao Zi Jiao Shi, compiled and edited by Qian-zi Zhu.
In this dissertation, I will follow the conventional method
of citation for Dao De Jing, giving only the number of the
chapter in parentheses.
2 4For the Chinese original of the poem, see Bai Shong
Hua, Mei Xie Sang Bu, p. 82.
25 See p. 26 of Fenollosa's Epochs and p. 427 of the
fourth volume of the 1984 edition Encyclopedia Britannica
for an illustration of the theme. As these pictures show, a
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man contemplating nature under a tree by the mountain
stream is a favorite theme of Chinese landscape painting.
For Kong Fuzi (Confucius), see Note 8. Meng Zi
(Mencius 372-289 B.C.) is Kong Zi's most faithful follower.
Thus he concurred with most of the basic ideas of Kong Zi
and elaborated on several of them. His sayings were
collected in a book bearing his name Meng Zi . He believes
that human nature is originally good and that a good
government is the one which is ruled by the humane and
righteous king who wins the common people. See Legge's The
Works of Mencius.
27

Richardson, p. 454.

28 Fenollosa and Pound,

"The Chinese Written

Character," pp. 57-64.
9 9
Pound says: "The ideographic method of Chinese
characters represents an important aesthetic principle
which is metaphor, the process of using material images to
suggest immaterial relations. And these relations are more
than 'analogy,' they are identities of 'structure'"

(p. 22)

Compare Stevens' theory of resemblance— "The structure of
reality is the resemblance between things" (NA, p. 71).
30

See an illustration of Chun Yao ware on the photo

page following p. 122 of The Romance of Chinese Art and an
illustration of Tang clay figures and horses on Plates 12
and 13 in William Bowyer Honey's The Ceramic Art of China
and Other Countries of the Far East.
31 See the introduction by Madame Quo Tai-Chi to
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Chinese Art, which contains a good review of the art
exhibition to which Stevens referred in the letter.
32
33

See Binyon's Dragon, pp. 19-20.
Compare Stevens' aesthetic taste as reflected in

the poem title "Pleasures of Merely Circulating"

(Palm,

p. 96).
34

The source of these "venerable men" is in Zhuang

Zi, one of the two major texts of Daoism. The description
of this archetypal man of Dao in Zhuang Zi is as follows:
He said that there is a Holy Man living on
faraway Ku-she Mountain, with skin like ice or
snow, and gentle and shy like a young girl. He
doesn't eat the five grains, but sucks the wind,
drinks the dew, climbs up on the clouds and
mist, rides a flying dragon, and wanders beyond
the four seas.... This man, with this virtue of
his, is about to embrace the ten thousand things
and roll them into one. (Watson, p. 33)
All the quotations from Zhuang Zi are from Burton Watson,
The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, unless otherwise
indicated.

Chapter 2

Critics on Stevens and China

Chinese art and poetry are not realistic; they aim
at expressing the artist's and poets' personality,
feelings, and aspirations. As Binyon says, "Personality, in
the Chinese view of art, counts enormously"

(Dragon,

p. 12). Elsewhere in the same book, Binyon says, "for
Chinese, the poet must become what he sings and the
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painter must become what he paints" (p. 21).
2
Wang Wei (699-759) was a well known Chinese
landscape painter and poet of the Tang Dynasty. He was also
a devout Buddhist. Wang painted many landscapes, none of
which have been preserved. He is credited with the
introduction of the art of landscape painting in ink alone,
which was regarded, over the centuries, as the greatest
school of painting in China. For details of Wang's life,
see Walmsley, Wang Wei: The Painter-poet. Wu Daozi (Wu Taotzu, 680-740) was held by his contemporaries to have been
the greatest artist of the dynasty in all aspects of
painting. He was also known as the father of the figurepaintings of later periods for he had painted many murals
for both Buddhist and Daoist temples. He was a man of
strong character, recorded as having a quick temper and
love of wine and being capable of flamboyant energy. His
reputation as a painter now rests entirely on contemporary
stories, for nothing remains of his work except, a few pale
copies and engravings. He was greatly admired and respected
for the vitality, energy, movement in his works.
3
As Binyon says, "we are accustomed to regard
landscape subjects as external to ourselves, but to the
Chinese painters this world of nature seemed a more
effective way of shadowing forth the manifold moods of man
than by representing human figures animated by those moods"
(Dragon, p. 23). What Binyon says here is not limited to
painting, but. is applicable to any Chinese art form. For
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the Chinese, the object in any form of art is not created
for its own sake, but for the expression of the heart and
the mind of the artist.
4
See Plates 12 and 13 in Honey's The Ceramic Art of
China for the Tang clay figures.
5
For Yi Jing (I Ching or Yi King), or The Book of
Changes, see Legge.
6 Bynner,

"Remembering a Gentle Scholar," p. 3.

Miner, pp. 190-96.
8

But Stevens does not think of the Chinese

imagination in this way. Instead, he says that the Chinese
regard "something round" as the most imaginative (NA,
p. 143). I think that Stevens is right.
9 Poetry V (November 1914), p. 70.
10

Baird, p. 61, n.
The translation of this passage from O u 1 s poem

which Richardson has quoted is from Rexroth’s One
Hundred Poems from the Chinese, p. 60, since, as Richardson
admits, it is impossible to know which translation Stevens
might have read.
12

In my opinion, this theme of losing one’s self

constitutes not only a major theme of Stevens' poems but
also a major structure of his poems. I will return to this
subject in the fourth chapter.
13

Dickinson had been recommended to him by Russell

Loines, Stevens' old acquaintance from Harvard. How Stevens
came into contact with More is not clear.
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14

"Poetry is the statement of a relation between a

man and the world"

(OP, p. 172) .

1 5 Compare Stevens'

statement about Chinese aesthetic

taste: the most imaginative object for the Chinese is
"something round" (NA, p. 143).
16
The Chinese attitude toward death as Stevens
understands it is best exemplified in the story of the
death of Zhuang Zi's wife. See Lin Yutang, The Wisdom of
Lao Tse, p. 180.
17

See Needman's "Human Laws and Laws of Nature m

China and the West." According to him, the West has been
dominated by a world view in which the cosmos is not a
self-contained, self-operating organism, but is conceived
of as having been initially created, and since then
externally controlled, by a Divine Power who legislates the
natural world; whereas "the Chinese world-view depended
upon a totally different line of thought. The harmonious
cooperation of all beings arose, not from the orders of a
superior authority external to themselves, but from the
fact that they were all parts in a hierarchy of wholes
forming a cosmic pattern, and what they obeyed were the
internal dictates of their own natures"

Chapter 3

(p. 230).

Zen and Daoism

For the detailed account of the origin of Zen, see
Hu Shih.
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Also see "Zen and Chinese Mentality" in Suzuki,
Essays in Zen Buddhism, 3rd series.
3

In my own text throughout this dissertation, I will

spell the two Dao masters "Lao Zi" and "Zhuang Zi,"
following Chinese Pinyin phonetic system. But I will not
change their different spellings in the quotations from
other sources.
^ For details of the legends of Lao Zi's life, see
Legge, The Texts of Taoism, pp. 47-87; Waley,
"Introduction" to The Way and Its Power; Bynner,
"Introduction" to Way of Life.
5
For details of Zhuang Zi's life, see Legge,
pp. 47-87; Watson, pp. 1-14.
f.
In the quotations from Watson's Chuang Tzu, the
spellings "Chuang Tzu" will be kept in their original
forms. But in my own text, I will spell the name "Zhuang
Zi" or Zhuang Zi as the name of the book, following the
more accurate Pinyin system of Chinese phonetics.

Chapter 4

i

Supreme Fiction and Dao

Throughout my study, the word "reality" is meant to

refer to nature in itself, beyond the human mind. It is what
Stevens calls "the palm at the end of the mind"

(Palm,

p. 389) . For the best critical studies done on this subject,
see Miller, pp. 155-62; Hines, pp. 17-58; Johnson, pp. 3638; Regueiro, pp. 23-42, 147-211; Sukenick, pp. 9-15;
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Dembo, pp. 81-107.
2

Bloom has a similar idea of Stevens 1 view of the

origin of poetry. He says, "A poem begins because there is
an absence. An image must be given, for a beginning, and so
that absence ironically is called a presence.. Or, a poem
begins because there is too strong a presence, which needs
to be imagined as an absence, if there is to be any
imagining at all" (Climate, p. 375). Also see Doggett,
Making of Poem, p. vii.
3
Jean Wahl, Vers la Fin de L'Ontologie.
4
The idea of One may be illustrated by the following
passage from Zhuang Zi:

Therefore what he (the pure man) cared for was
One, and what he did not care for was also
(parts, manifestation of) One. What he saw as One
was One, and what he saw as not One was also One.
In that he saw the unity, he was of God; in that
he saw the distinctions, he was of man. Not to
allow the human and the divine to be confused,
therein was what distinguished the pure man. (Lin
Wisdom, p. 45)
5

Stevens calls the "supreme fiction" an abstraction,

which is also the identity given by Stevens to the ultimate
reality. We know that Stevens has read Hegel: "I like to
read a little philosophy after breakfast, before starting
downtown. In a little, secondhand book on Hegel I found the
following this morning ..." (LWS, p. 390). It seems
reasonable to speculate that Stevens' "abstraction" may be
an echo of Hegel's "abstract universal."
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Even though the Platonic Form is also invisible and
intangible as Dao, it is still Form, some archetypal
pattern. But Dao is the formless, and is described by Lao
Zi and Zhuang Zi as "air" or "water."
7
The most important studies of the poem include:
Baird, pp. 213-17; Bloom, Climate, pp. 76-95; Nassar, pp.
179-218; Pearce, pp. 395-400; Riddel, "Stevens'

'Notes,'"

pp. 165-85; Sukenick, pp. 136-63.
O
For the identification of the supreme fiction with
poetry, see Wagner, pp. 144-48; Middlebrook, Walt Whitman
and Wallace Stevens; Eder, pp. 49-61. For the
identification of the supreme fiction with the imagination,
see Young, pp. 263-83; Corrington, p. 51. For the
identification of the supreme fiction with being, see
Blackmur, p. 214; Hines, pp. 139-44; Buhr, pp. 1-15.
9
For views of Stevens' "first idea," see Miller,
p. 248; Nassar, p. 186; Riddel, pp. 168-70; Hines, pp. 146-47.
Some critics read the "first idea" as a Platonic ideational
essence. The full implications of Stevens' Platonism are
discussed by Fuchs, pp. 120-54.
The best study of the sun as a figure for reality
is done by Miller in his recent article "Impossible
Metaphor: Stevens'

'The Red Fern' as Example," pp. 150-59.

Also see Nassar, pp. 32, 70; Hines, p. 147; Patke, p. 135.
11

See Hines, p. 147.

12

Hines explains that both the "ever-hooded" sea and

"tragic-gestured" sea mean all the human preconceived ideas
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of reality. There is a difference between the reality that
the singing makes and the reality that is "merely a place,"
separate and independent of the humans (p. 53) .
13
Regueiro seems also to hint at such a circular
design in Stevens’ search for the poetry of earth (or
reality). She purposely puts the first poem in CP, "Earthy
Anecdote," at the last of her reading of Stevens' poems.
She justifies her attempt in the following way: "It is
perhaps fitting that in discussing the last poems of Opus
Posthumous we return to the first of the Collected Poems.
The need for such a return suggests that perhaps there has
been not so much change in the poet's perspective as
understanding of how such change may be brought about"
(p. 217). "This guest for the poetry of the earth once
again takes us back to the 'Earthy Anecdote' with which the
Collected Poems begin"
14

(p. 218, n.).

Richardson has attempted a biographical

interpretation of the poem: "In the poem the firecat
intrudes into the Oklahoma landscape in the same way
Stevens now felt himself to be intruding into his family
constellation ... The association between his family and
the 'bucks' comes from remembering that 'Buck' was his
older brother's nickname" (pp. 223-47).
15
Nassar also interprets the poem to be symbolic of
the relationship between reality and the imagination. But
his identification of the bucks and the firecat is opposite
to mine. He identifies the firecat with reality and the
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bucks with the imagination (p. 49). Regueiro seems to hint
that the firecat is the imagination: "To write this poem of
the earth, poetry must transcend its own rhetoric and its
posing of reality within imaginative constructs or
progressions. It must, in fact, somehow get past the
firecat of 'Earth Anecdote,' without waiting for the
firecat to fall asleep" (p. 216).
16

See Mills, p. 8 6 ? Nassar, pp. 55-56.

17 Block contends that "Blanche McCarthy" resembles
Symbolist "intimations of invisible powers"

(p. 204).

1 O

See Sukenick, p. 204; Regueiro, pp. 213-16. But
Nassar sees the palm differently. He says, "The palm is,
too, a slippery figure," and basically regards it as "what
philosophy calls the noumena"

(p. 83).

19 Though the poems in Palm are arranged
chronologically, the exact date of composition of "Of Mere
Being" is unknown. It is certainly one of the last poems,
but it may not be the last. See OP, pp. 300-301. So Holly
Stevens' decision to place it at the end of the collection
seems to be intentional.
20

I am indebted to Miller in this analysis. See his

article "Impossible Metaphor," pp. 153-55.
21

From this point of view, Miller asserts that Stevens

ultimately rejects metaphor because in some poems the
metaphors used as a search for the real fail because they,
by multiplying resemblances, never touch the thing itself
(Reality, pp. 226-28). Willard has pointed out that Miller
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is inaccurate in this observation. The inaccuracy is the
result of the idea that metaphor is employed or created to
clarify something. But Stevens does not use metaphor to
clarify one particular thing; he simply wants to show the
resemblances among things and to suggest the idea that all
things are one. For other studies of metaphor in Stevens,
see Juhasz; Sheehan, pp. 57-66.
22

Juhasz also suggests that Stevens' concept

of metaphor is intimately related to his view of reality.
Also see Frye, "Oriole," pp. 353-70; Bevis, pp. 35-48.

Chapter 5

The Ignorant Man as Hero

1 Major studies on the hero in Stevens are: Doggett,

"Wallace Stevens' Secrecy of Words"; Mulqueen, pp. 16-27;
Beach, pp. 208-13; Perlis; Simons, "Humanism," pp. 448-552;
Pack, pp. 197-209; Sampley, pp. 213-18; Whitbread, pp. 94109; Donoghue, pp. 267-90; Riddel, "Stevens'

'Notes,'"

pp. 20-42.
2
A seminal work on the Romantic hero and heroism is
Walter L. Reed's Meditations on the Hero; also, Stanford,
pp. 430-54; Garber, pp. 321-33. For classical concept of
the hero and heroism, see Rank, The Myth of the Birth of
the Hero; Levy, The Sword from the Rock.
3
A fine study of the Byronic hero is done by
Thors lev, The Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes.
4
For the discussion of the modern anti-hero
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tradition, see Giraud and O'Faolain.
5
As Patke points out, MacCullough is the "type of the
randomly chosen exemplum of modern everyman"

(p. 150).

^ In a letter to William Ross Benet, Stevens explains
why he likes "the Emperor" poem: it wore "a deliberately
commonplace costume, and yet seem[ed] to contain something
of the essential gaudiness of poetry ..." (LWS, p. 263).
This note explains the commonplace subject of the poem;
therefore, the emperor of the ice-cream is an emperor of
the commonplace, a man enjoying life as it is.
7
La Guardia makes a very perceptive observation on the
merging as the process of the poetic growth. He points out
that in the "Notes" there is a separation between the
teacher and student in "It Must Be Abstract," but a merging
into each other in the other two parts. He says, "The
ephebe-as-student of division one merges into the ephebeas-poet in division two and three and participates directly
in writing the poem that climaxes his growth"
8

(p. 74).

Spiegelman has summed up two traditions of

Romanticism concerning heroes and heroism. One tradition is
represented by Shaw, Wagner, Nietzsche, and Carlyle, the
roots of contemporary disaster— the blind hero-worship;
the other tradition is represented by Emerson, Wordsworth,
and Stevens, the advocates of a gentler race of heroes, the
common man, the child, the old man, the reader— that
Romanticism also sired. He says, "It is Wordsworth, not
Byron or Carlyle, who is behind the other myth of the major
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man in our century, the one offered in time of war by
Wallace Stevens" (p. 9).
9
Nassar also sees the house as a figure for the mind.
He says, "The mind's boundaries are similarly projected as
a house or a room where one is alone, or as walls which
enclose one"
10

(p. 27).

In many places, Stevens refers to poetry as the

page. For example, "To be, as on the youngest poet's page"
in "Description with place"; "Of men and earth: I quote the
line and page" in "Lettres d'un soldat"; "As in a page of
poetry" in "July Mountain."
11

Most of the readings of this poem simply ignore

"the book." My interpretation is indebted to Nassar, who is
probably most straightforward in identifying "the book":
"The extremest book of the wisest man is the book of
reality, the only one worth reading"
12

(p. 185).

It may be interesting to pursue a further study of

the first-person poems. The third poem in "The Six
Significant Landscapes" is another example, in which the
"I" also appears in the poem? and that poem also represents
a story of failure on the part of the "I": "Nevertheless, 1
dislike / The way the ants crawl / In and out of my shadow"
(Palm, p. 16). The "I," the ego, wants to control reality
("the ants"), only to find out finally that reality is
beyond his reach. But the failure is not in the sense of
being unable to grasp reality, but in the sense of being
unwilling to recognize and accept the fact.
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13 Regueiro sees the peacock differently. She argues
that the peacock, for Stevens, is a figure of memory both
in this poem and in "Anecdote of the Prince of Peacocks."
Her support is drawn from Yeats and Seferis 1 use of the
peacock as an image of memory and thus a symbol of
dissociation from reality. See Regueiro, p. 153, n4.
14

Nassar regards the peacock as having multiple

implications: the tail represents the "gaudium of natural
forms"; the flight represents "the life that is ordered
motion"; the "beautiful, balanced, curved arc [represents]
the imaginative equilibrium"

(p. 8 8 ).

Major studies following this interpretation are:
Keyser, p. 596; Weston, p. 9; Miller, p. 277.
About the distinction between the Western either/or
mentality and the Eastern both/and mentality, I am indebted
to Jung Young Lee, pp. 294, 300-302. He says:
The way of complementary thinking can be
described in terms of the category of "both/and"
thinking, which is the denial of not only the
absolute but the onesideness. The category of
both/and thinking is a counterpart of the
category of "either/or" thinking in the West. The
former deals with the most inclusive and integral
reality of the whole existence, while the latter
deals with the exclusive and analytical
approaches to the reality of the world phenomena.
It has been the either/or category of thinking
which made the scientific and logical mentality
of the West possible. On the other hand, the
both/and category of thinking has provided the
East the intuitive and aesthetic insights.
(p. 301)
17 Macksey and Bloom,
for example, regard "nothing" as
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meaning no-thingness of being, the formless mode of reality
(Macksey, p. 198; Bloom, p. 62); Hesla holds "nothing" to
be the imagined thing, thus being no-thing (pp. 250-51).
18

La Guardia made a brilliant study on the dialectics

of the opposites in Stevens in his book Advancing on Chaos.
He comments, ’"Both heaven and hell / Are one,' which is to
say that imperfection and perfection, evil and good,
ugliness and beauty, are not extraneous to but contained
within the dynamism of the activity we call life. Woe, as a
natural function of living, should be a source not of
weakness but of strength ... Striving to bring each day to
perfection, the sun is doomed to failure because cosmic
time depends on his interrelationship with 'the lunar
month’" (p. 1 0 0 ).
19
I am indebted to Ellwood Johnson in making this
judgment. He says, "As a result of this effort to find a
lone-dimensional theory' in Stevens' philosophy, his
interpreters have generally divided into two groups: what
might be called the romantics, who emphasize Stevens'
theory of imagination, and the naturalists, who emphasize
the role of reality as an 'alien' and determining influence
on imagination"
20

(p. 28).

Stevens himself did at one point explicitly speak

of the identity of reality and the imagination: "There is
nothing that exists exclusively by reason of the
imagination, or that does not exist in some form in
reality. Thus, reality=the imagination, and the
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imagination=reality"

(LWS, p. 364). Also, "Imagination

never yet progressed except by particulars"

(OP, p. 241).

Regueiro seems to have noticed this identification
when she comments on the poem "Tattoo": "The self is
'tattooed' into reality, reality is 'tattooed' on to the
self" (p. 150).
21

For different readings of "The Snow Man," see

Bloom, who identifies the "one" with the "listener" and the
snow man who is a man of no-mind

(p. 29); Miller, whose

view is similar to Bloom's, p. 277; Hesla, who identifies
the "one" with the "snow man" (p. 251); Litz, who
identifies the "snow man" with the poet, the speaker of the
poem (p. 1 0 0 ).
22

.
As George Lensing contends, in the winter mind the

reality is stripped of subjective imposition (pp. 505-13).
But Stevens thinks of it differently. He claims in "The
Plain Sense of Things," "Yet the absence of the imagination
had / Itself to be imagined .... all this / Had to be
imagined as an inevitable knowledge, / Required, as a
necessity required"

(Palm, p. 383). Stevens is also

impartial to all kinds of feelings and emotions and regards
them all as equally divine. See "Sunday Morning"

(Palm,

p. 5, lines 23-30) .

Chapter 6

1

The Inactive Imagination

See Doggett, "The Poet of the Earth," pp. 373-80.
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One of the best definitions of the imagination as
creative power is found in James Engell's Imagination,
p. viii.
3
.
.
.
The most famous expression of this view is
Wordsworth's statement that "all good poetry is the
spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings" in "Preface to
Lyrical Ballads."
4

Wordsworth emphasizes the creative imagination as

the power of association. This constitutes a major
difference between him and Coleridge over the mode of the
imagination. Coleridge regards association as belonging to
Fancy, which is inferior to the imagination. The
imagination, for Coleridge, is the "shaping and modifying
power." See Abrams, pp. 180-81. The word "synthesis" is
used by Shelley in Defence; the imagination represents "the
principle of synthesis"
5

(Smith and Park, p. 556) .

In this respect, Stevens seems to most resemble

Keats, who, unlike Coleridge, made no attempt to analyze or
define imagination. The imagination also seems metaphysical
for Keats. He says, "The Imagination may be compared to
Adam's dream— he awoke and found it truth"

(Abrams Norton,

p. 569). Here the imagination seems to be defined in terms
of intuitive perception, a sudden discovery of the truth.
Moreover, Keats also thought that the imagination should
act passively, and the idea is embodied in his famous and
elusive phrase "Negative Capability." According to Abrams,
Keats uses the term to distinguish two kinds of poets, "the
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subjective" or "sentimental" poet and the "objective" poet
who is the poet of "negative capability"

(p. 571, n9).

Notice that Abrams also uses the word "sentimental" to
describe the main stream romantic poets. Ackerman also
notes in Stevens a rejection of romantic modes of
perception (pp. 266-76).
^ I am indebted to Rugg's general discussion on the
difference between the imaginative mind of the East and
that of the West. See Rugg, pp. 169-72. Also, Coleridge
does associate the creative imagination ("the secondary
imagination") with the conscious mind: "The secondary
Imagination I consider as an echo of the former [the
primary imagination], co-existing with the conscious will"
(Smith and Park, p. 525). For the interpretation of the
secondary imagination as the creative imagination, see
Abrams, Glossary, p. 60.
7
Some of the major studies done on Stevens' view of
the imagination include: Miller, "Being," pp. 217-84;
Martz, pp. 94-109? Eder, pp. 180-90; Ackerman, pp. 266-76.
All these studies seem to emphasize the imagination as a
substitute for God and as being active in the act of
creation.
O
Nassar also sees the war in the mind as a war the
mind wages against itself, against its own creations: "the
mind wars with itself"
9

(p. 29).

"The 'moon' casts the light of the imagination, as

contrasted to reality's sunlight'"

(Nassar, p. 34, n 8 ).
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10

Regueiro also regards the jar as a figure for the

imagination (p. 27).
11

See Nassar, p. 15; Sukenick, p. 73.

12 Stevens associates the roundness with the Chinese
imagination (NA, p. 143). This fascination with "round"
indicates Stevens' affinity with the Chinese idea of the
imagination. As Nassar has also noted, for Stevens, "all
the mind's operations are circular" (p. 36).
13

Stevens' view of the imagination as passive,

receptive, responsive bears some resemblance with
Wordsworth's creative perception: "Creator and receiver
both / Working but in alliance with the works / Which it
beholds"

(Abrams Mirror, p. 65).

14 This view fits into Coleridge's primary

imagination, which, as Abrams points out, is the reflection
of God's creation (Abrams Norton, p. 273, n4). The
difference between Stevens and Coleridge is that Stevens
regards the reflective or perceptive power as superior
while Coleridge regards it as inferior.
15

Hines also comes very close to making this

connection. He says, the "impossible possible philosopher’s
man" is a "kind of ideal representative of the
contemplative life" (p. 133).
16

As Sukenick says, "Each mood of the sea evokes a

mood in the viewer" (p. 228) . It is obvious here that the
sea is active and the viewer is passive.
17

Though the word "suddenly" does not appear in
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either of these poems, the intuitive understanding, as the
Daoist understands it, always comes "suddenly."
18

See Sukenick, p. 191.

Chapter 7

The Unity of Opposites

1 Though Daoism begins with Lao Zi and Dao De Jing,

the concept of Dao existed long before Lao Zi. Yi Jing (or
Yi King by Legge) is one earlier book which contains some
basic ideas of Daoism. For a detailed account of the origin
of "Dao," see Legge1s The Texts of Taoism.
2

As I have noted in the preface, the word "Dao" has

three meanings in Daoism. In this chapter and the next
chapter, I will discuss Stevens' poetry from the
perspective of the second meaning of the Dao— the way of
reality which includes the unity of opposites and the
change of opposites.
3
Stevens himself calls these thirteen stanzas
"poems": "This group of poems is not meant to be a
collection of epigrams or of ideas, but of sensations"
(LWS, p. 251). So 1 will follow Stevens' own terminology in
referring to them.
4
Caldwell seems to have hinted at this approach
to this poem in his article "Metaphoric Structure in
Wallace Stevens'

'Thirteen Ways of Looking at a

Blackbird.'" Caldwell suggests that in the poem each stanza
is a metaphor with two terms corresponding to imagination
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and reality, idea and thing, invisible and visible
pp. 321-35).
5
At the surface, the poem seems to suggest the inner
state of indecision on the part of the speaker. There is an
idiomatic expression, "to be of two minds about something,"
referring to indecision. "Of three minds" here in this poem
may suggest the same idea.
^ Levi says, "It ["Six Significant Landscapes"] is a
poem bred out of the Chinese landscape painting of Wang Wei
and Wu Tao Tzu"

(p. 142). But he does not actually explain

how they appear alike.
^ For the interpretation of the "I" and the "you" as a
pair of lovers, also see Patke, p. 95.
O
Some regard the poem as one about death, as
Kreymborg identifies the ice cream as a death figure in the
article "An Early Impression of Wallace Stevens"

(p. 15);

others read the poem from a historical and social point of
view. Among them is Baird, who disagrees with Kreymborg and
claims that "Ice-cream, contrary to the opinions of some
readers, is not death, but an American commodity"

(pp. 248-

49). There are still others who look at the poem from the
figurative point of view. For instance, Nassar points out,
the corpse of the dead woman is a figure for the "inhuman
universe, so cold to our human desire" (p. 129).
9

Sukenick also interprets this poem m

terms of some

causal connection: "if 'x' is happening, in other words,
'y' also has to happen"

(p. 74). Each follows its own way by
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nature.
10

In commenting on this poem, McBride also

notices the circular design in it: "Bringing the blackbird
with all its attendant associations back to this position
enriches the original image and expands the poem into an
open circle"

Chapter 8

1

(p. 19).

Poetry of Change

See also Ralph Nash, "Wallace Stevens and the Point

of Change." He also sees changes in Stevens as a poetic
process: "his world is always under the need of changing
things as they are to things as they might be, or at least
of changing things as they are seen to things as they might
be seen ... through metaphor as marriage and metamorphosis"
(p. 1 2 1 ).
2

Also see Sukenick, pp. 4-10; Miller "Being"; Riddel

"Metaphoric Staging."
3
But of course, what Keats tries to express in this
poem is not that the ideal love and imaginative beauty are
to be found in heaven and in immortality, but rather that
they are to be found in the mortal earth, in a sensual
passion for earth. For Keats, the Indian maid is Cynthia.
4
See Sukenick, p. 165.
5
For a comparison and contrast of Stevens and Yeats,
see Regueiro, pp. 147-49. She claims that Stevens "rejects
much earlier than Yeats the intentional universe in which
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his imagination tends to imprison him"
6

(p. 148).

"Dufy's Hamburg" refers to Dufy's illustration of a

lion for Apollinaire's "Le Bestiaire ou le cortege
d'Orphee," 1911. See Ramon Guthrie. Sukenick explains,
"Apollinaire's lions are described as unfortunate images,
since we now usually associate them merely with zoos"
(p. 220). The idea behind this explanation is that these
lions are detached from life and their real environment.
^ But, like other symbols in Stevens, the statue is
"not always the symbol for the same thing" (LWS, p. 355).
"In one poem it is a symbol for art; in another for
society, etc."
0

(p. 355).

For contrasting views of the pattern of Crispin's

journey, see Simon and Nassar, who see the journey
basically as a series of progressions. Vendler and Martz
see the journey basically as an oscillation, a dialectical
movement.
9
The structural irony seems to be a neglected area of
study; most critical studies of this poem concentrate on
the verbal irony.
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